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Introduction
1
 
  Concerning her World War II evacuation to North America, M. W. S. writes “There was 
the notion that if Britain fell to the Nazis we children would represent a British survivor...That 
was putting a big onus on small shoulders but keeping our Britishness was never questioned. We 
took a distinct pride in sticking up for Britain.”2  M. W. S. was one of the 13, 973 overseas 
evacuees recorded by the British Foreign Office as having travelled to the safety of North 
America during WWII.
3
  In total 19,000 British children were evacuated overseas.
4
 The image of 
intimidated families is not one usually associated with wartime Great Britain. Instead, stories of 
plucky heroism abound. However, as one considers the terrifying circumstances faced by parents 
in Britain, a clearer image of their motivations emerges. 
  Chaotic fears of losing children to bombs, to Nazi ideology, or to starvation were fused 
with the practical utility of removing children from areas deemed vital to the war effort. The war 
disrupted Great Britain in a way it had never been before. It sent people to far off lands and even 
changed the Britons‟ conception of themselves. The hodgepodge nature of these evacuations 
resulted from much more than simply parental desires.  The evacuation schemes ranged from the 
well-known internal Pied Piper Operation to the obscure seavacuation of British children to 
Commonwealth countries.
5
 Evacuation programs sent children from their homes to such diverse 
locations as the relatively local British countryside and the far reaches of New Zealand and 
                                                          
1
 In order to protect the privacy of people mentioned within this thesis, names will be given as initials unless explicit 
permission has been given to use names or the person is a well-known public figure. 
2
 M. W. S. quoted in Michael Henderson, “North American Evacuation: a Good Idea or a Bad Mistake?,” in 
Children: the Invisible Victims of War, edited by Martin Parsons  (DSM, 2008), 
http://www.mh.iofc.org/node/36507#sthash.7YACBzdv.dpuf 
3
 Statistics of Children Leaving the UK between 1940-1945.The British National Archive. Kew. Public Record 
Office, DO 131/27 
4
 Public Accounts Committee, 1940-1941. The British National Archive. Kew. Public Record Office, DO 131/29  
5
 In British English “scheme” is synonymous with operation and is used in official documents from the British 
National Archives and the Galton Institute Archives located in the Wellcome Library to describe seavacuation 
ventures. The term will therefore be used interchangeably with operation and program. 
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Australia, often with underlying biased interests fueling supposedly altruistic aims.   
  Intrigue and eugenics tainted Britain‟s home front experience during WWII. Like most 
countries during the 1930s and 40s, Britain‟s government and its people vacillated between 
different political identities and “isms.” Britain was not immune to influences either from the far 
right or from the far left. Women, who had only recently been granted the full right to vote in 
1928, fought to flex their new civic muscle. Class conflict was still rife within Britain at this time 
with only 2.7% of the population even qualifying for university in 1938.
6
 Britain‟s larger 
Empire, replete with its own racial tensions, was groaning under the weight of its inner 
contradictions. Despite these divergent, oftentimes conflicting viewpoints, Britain‟s WWII 
experienced is oftentimes remembered through such cliché phrases as “keep calm and carry on” 
and “stiff upper lip.” More than a half century after the conclusion of WWII, Britain‟s wartime 
experience still provides fodder for romantic tales of wartime dramas.  
  A country‟s myths occupy a strange place in the historical world. They cannot be 
quantified; they rely on the values of the specific time period in which they reside. According to 
Malcolm Smith‟s Britain and 1940: History, Myth and Popular Memory, Britain‟s memory of 
WWII would come to be epitomized through three historical events: Dunkirk, the Battle of 
Britain, and the Blitz. These myths took form after the war had ended and were the result of 
popular cultural influences and political interests. These myths portrayed Britain as emerging 
from WWII a changed nation; victorious in national identity and socially progressive. Smith 
argues that Britain‟s three key myth making events support this change and can be used as a lens 
through which to view Britain‟s evolving state.7 Myths and memories, though sparked by actual 
events, are usually created retroactively, and formed through a long process of elaboration, 
                                                          
6
 Robbins, “Higher Education,” Education in England, 1963, accessed September 1, 
2013,http://www.educationengland.org.uk/documents/robbins/robbins03.html. 
7
 Malcolm Smith, Britain and 1940: History, Myth, and Popular Memory (New York: Routledge, 2001) 
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contestation, and even manipulation. Often, myths change to suit political purposes and define 
the mindset of the masses. Although many have a long shelf-life within national consciousness, 
they rarely reveal the nation‟s original state of being, often changing and amplifying with each 
ensuing historical event. In the case of WWII, myth has often replaced fact. While Smith uses 
three specific historical moments as all-encompassing key elements in Britain‟s postwar 
mythologizing, there were many more experiences of the British WWII psyche that have yet to 
be considered. Such unexplored terrain can be found in the political interplay between the 
various British overseas evacuation operations.  
  While these overseas evacuations involved only a small number of children, the 
organizations involved permeated throughout the British social structure, from the lowest to 
highest levels. By looking at WWII Britain through the lens of these evacuations a vertical image 
of society and politics emerge. Both the higher and lower classes felt connected to these 
programs. Famous politicians, such as Winston Churchill, debated their merit in Parliament. 
Several types of overseas evacuations existed. The private evacuation operations include two 
types of groups: private schools and companies. Private schools, such as Abinger Hill, the 
Belmont School, and the Oxford-Rhodes Operation related to that portion of British society, 
which had both means and connections. Those who participated in these programs generally 
thought of Britain as the Empire upon which the “sun never set.” Companies such as the Kodak 
Operation represented a different segment of British society: the business sector. These 
operations catered to the children of employees in England and placed the participants with host 
families employed by the same company in another country.
8
 The British Eugenics Society, 
                                                          
8
 All sources, Michael Henderson, “Remembering the Wartime Generosity of Kodak and Hoover”, Children in 
War 1, no. 10 (May 2013) and Mary Jo Lanphear Barone, “The Kodakids”, Rochester History 55, no. 4 (Fall 1993): 
21-42, accessed January 3, 2014, 33, 
http://www.hillside.com/uploadedFiles/2Who_We_Are/History/Rochester%20History%20Vol55.pdf.,  refer to the 
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which provided homes in Canada to evacuees, did not fit neatly into either category, but could 
still be considered a private evacuation operation based on racial selectivity. The Children‟s 
Overseas Reception Board, CORB, was the only government sponsored overseas evacuation 
program that attempted to include the lower classes in its endeavor. Although in hindsight, these 
operations seem insignificant in the grand scheme of historical events, to 1939 Britain, questions 
of overseas evacuation were of the upmost importance in terms of balancing civilian safety and 
morale.  
  Overseas evacuations have remained relatively unaltered by myth and memory owing to 
a more concentrated focus on their internal counterpart, the Pied Piper Operation. Though there 
were many overseas evacuation schemes, the vast majority of children went through the 
government run Pied Piper Operation. The ubiquity of Pied Piper suggests that internal politics 
were less fractious concerning internal evacuations. Another problem with using Pied Piper to 
highlight institutional changes in WWII Great Britain stems from its romanticized place within 
literature and popular culture.
9
 Romanticized history provides a lens fogged with postwar 
                                                                                                                                                                                           
participants as being the children of employees. No information on whether the children of managers were included 
could be located. 
9  The evacuation has remained firmly rooted as a source of pride in national mythology. Movies, books, and 
TV shows extoll both the plucky evacuees and their self-sacrificing caretakers. The reality TV show, “Evacuation”, 
provides the most egregious example of the perpetuation of these postwar mythologies. The 2007-2009 CBBC series 
transports modern British city children back to the 1939 evacuation. The first season looks at the psychological 
effects of placing city children on country farms for the duration of WWII. The children are given 1930s/40s 
haircuts and deprived of all modern day conveniences. All punishments and tasks conform to the commonly held 
view of WWII Britain. In Episode 3, the children are forced to take a dose of castor oil and write “cheerful” letters 
home. Later in the series, they are given etiquette lessons. They receive a visit from the Home Guard in Episode 7 
and also discover the art of unmasking spies. The evacuees prepare for invasion in Episode 9 by learning 
orienteering. In the final episode, news arrives that WWII is over and the children celebrate with a VE party before 
returning to the 21
st
 century. While the first season focuses on the unity, pluckiness, and do-it-yourself attitude often 
attributed to the British during WWII, the second season deals with class issues, evacuating the children to an upper 
class manor house. The second season evacuees are subjected to the same general regimen as the first season 
children. They dutifully build air raid shelters, swallow inedible food, and learn essential WWII survival skills. 
These evacuees learn how to hunt pheasant in Episode 6. They charm villagers with their choral singing.  Although 
the children start out living downstairs with the wait staff, they are eventually invited to dinner with the Lord and 
Lady. This action reflects the general consensus that class barriers broke down during WWII. The importance of war 
evacuation has been especially heralded in postwar Britain; a special day has even been dedicated to celebrating the 
Pied Piper Operation which preserved so many lives. 
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baggage and a retrospective gaze. This further bolsters the idea for analyzing WWII Britain‟s 
institutional changes through an examination of its external private and governmental schemes.  
  The institutional politics that surrounded the overseas evacuation of British children 
during WWII reveals fundamental fissures within British society. Private evacuation of children 
to the Commonwealth countries and the United States had begun as fear of an impending 
invasion of Britain by Hitler began to rise. However, private “Sea Vacs” were comprised mostly 
of the upper echelon of society. This fact angered members of the public, who wished to have 
similar options for their children, but were too poor to finance their children‟s passage.  It also 
seemed to indicate that the upper classes were saving their own, and leaving the rest of the 
country to its fate. The Children‟s Overseas Reception Board (CORB) was begun in 1940 as a 
response to such complaints. The Children‟s Overseas Reception Board provided passage for 
select children of all classes to be evacuated out of the country to the United States and 
Commonwealth nations. CORB arranged for 2,664 children to find temporary refuge in such 
Commonwealth countries as Canada, Australia, South Africa, and New Zealand, as well as in the 
United States. This program came to an abrupt halt after the sinking of the vessel, The City of 
Benares, on 17 September 1940, which killed 77 of the 90 CORB children onboard, thereby 
confirming fears that foreign evacuation was far more dangerous than the Blitz. With this 
dramatic ending to its overseas evacuations, CORB and private Sea Vacs seemed to slip from the 
British national consciousness despite the fact that many children still remained overseas. 
                                                                                                                                                                                           
 The influence of wartime evacuees in British popular culture even extends to the realm of merchandising. 
Amazon.uk sells evacuee costumes in response to British schools‟ Evacuation Day, when children dress up as 
evacuees to learn about the Pied Piper Operation. However, these costumes have become slightly controversial on 
the world stage. Both the Huffington Post and ABC news responded to American claims that the costumes were 
offensive citing that it could be mistaken for clothes worn by Jewish victims such as Anne Frank. Britain pointed out 
that many of the complaints were misplaced as the costumes were not for Halloween, nor about Jewish refugees. 
Nevertheless, by creating merchandise related to the evacuation, many of the darker aspects of the movement are 
ignored and sugarcoated for the next generation. 
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Because CORB and private evacuations became an overlooked operation in the postwar era, they 
provide a more reliable view into the political interplay between interest groups committed to 
preserving traditional power in British society and those advocating for a greater voice for the 
lower class. These various overseas evacuation operations, in turn, can give a fuller perspective 
into the multi-faceted society of WWII Britain.  
  There are only a few mentions of seavacuation in popular culture. One is found in 
Michelle Magorian‟s book, Back Home.10 Magorian‟s novel deals with a private evacuation of a 
girl to America. Rusty, the protagonist of Magorian‟s story, returns to England “Americanized,” 
and no longer able to fit into British society. She feels that by missing the British wartime 
experience, she is inexorably and permanently cut off from her own culture.  Magorian 
researched CORB and “Seaevacuees” thoroughly before writing Back Home. Those she 
interviewed considered returning to England at WWII‟s end as being trapped in a dark tunnel.11 
Many of those she requested to interview declined, claiming that the memories were too painful. 
However, Magorian feels that she has only scratched the surface of this complex subject. Back 
Home deals with the personal impact of seavacuation on those repatriated to England after the 
war. Another novel, Pantheon, describes the darker side of private evacuation, claiming those in 
charge of the Oxford Rhodes Scheme (where children were sent to Yale University in New 
Haven, Connecticut for the remainder of the war) practiced eugenics. A fictionalized account of 
the government‟s Children‟s Overseas Reception Board scheme could not be found. Despite this 
operation‟s non-existent presence in popular culture and modern British memory, an academic 
study of overseas evacuation can still tell us much about social changes in WWII Britain.  
  The varying overseas evacuation schemes reflected different pieces of the fractured 
                                                          
10
 Magorian is also the Author of the book Goodnight, Mr. Tom which deals with darker aspects of the Pied Piper 
operation. 
11
 Michelle Magorian. Email Correspondence with Amy Schaffman. Personal Interview. September 21, 2012. 
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British class system. The CORB operation seemed in appearance to be an egalitarian operation to 
save the children of the lower class, but, in reality, it provided more of a “figleaf” for upper class 
private seavacuations. CORB had a distinct political agenda when selecting children to be sent 
overseas. In this respect, CORB was not unique. Numerous special class interests of British 
society were reflected in setting up these evacuation programs. Abinger Hill, the Belmont 
School, and Oxford-Rhodes all sought to preserve an elite educated segment of British society in 
case Hitler should invade. The Kodak Operation had a vested interest in its employees‟ children. 
The British Eugenics Society wished to help form a new world based on false principles of racial 
science. Because these operations reflected vested interests stemming from multiple levels of 
society, it is important to define these different social elements. 
  Class distinction is a difficult concept to quantify; it is comprised of a mix of monetary 
income, beliefs, and family milieu.  These elements twist together to form an infinite variety of 
combinations. For the purposes of this thesis I have divided the upper and lower class interest 
groups into different strata based upon their conception of the British Empire, attitude toward 
evacuation, and ultimate goals. The upper class consisted of four different categories. The 
Traditionalists conceived of Britain as empire oriented.  These almost Victorian Empire 
supporters usually came from established families where wealth had been inherited. The 
construction of Britain as an Empire and not merely as a nation caused Traditionalists to see no 
conflict in staying with relatives in America or the Dominions in order to protect their families 
from the threat of invasion. They did not see overseas evacuation as a hindrance to the war 
effort, but rather as a way to cement the ties of Empire which they felt to be crucial during times 
of conflict. Upper class opposition to the Traditionalists consisted of those who did not want to 
send their children overseas and saw doing so as a sign of weakness. These stalwarts 
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demonstrated that though many evacuated overseas were from the upper class, unanimous 
support for such operations was not present within the upper echelon of society. Another sector 
of the upper class in favor of overseas evacuation included those who believed in a new world 
order. Generally, those who supported this viewpoint came from a background of recently 
acquired wealth. The upper class had become attracted to eugenics during the Edwardian period.  
Eugenic supporters felt that this racial ideology would help them to retain status in the face of an 
Empire beginning to show cracks. Throughout the thirties, this particular portion of the upper 
class flirted with Nazism. The black shirts of Britain, led by Oswald Mosley, were intrigued by 
Hitler‟s focus on a racial society. Portions of the upper class found this ideology attractive. They 
wanted to change the British Empire to secure their status and standing in society. They could 
accomplish this by adhering to eugenic principles. Finally, politicians and civil servants were 
also generally from the upper levels of society. While politicians shared many similarities with 
Traditionalists, they were forced to think about all elements of society due to public pressure and 
could, thereby, be seen as Pragmatic Traditionalists. Pragmatic Traditionalists were responsible 
for the creation of CORB, a movement which gained ground from the lower classes feeling left 
out of overseas evacuation programs.  
  Tensions between the lower and upper classes roiled at the beginning of WWII. Parts of 
the lower class, remembering the fate of France, were terrified of an impending exodus and 
abandonment by their own British government. Strikes and walk outs at factories, though illegal, 
continued at an alarming rate. In terms of understanding lower class divisions, there were three 
simple categories: those devoted to a company identity, those who had some money, and others 
who were completely impoverished. This was reflected in the three types of poor children who 
participated in overseas evacuations. These include companies‟ employees‟ children, children 
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whose parents could afford CORB and those who could not. Workers who sent their children 
abroad through company sponsored programs generally adhered to the same interests as the 
company that employed them. Parents who could pay the weekly stipend required by the CORB 
operation could have their children participate, whereas more lower class counterparts could not. 
While these categories can never do justice to the complexity of the social situation in 1939 
England, they do allow for a more nuanced way of analyzing the overseas evacuation schemes.  
  Breaking down the aforementioned operations, class conflicts, and political interests will 
help gauge how much Britain changed from pre to post war. Was WWII really the people‟s war?  
By looking at class social mobility through the lens of these evacuation operations, a novel 
perspective of political and social shifts in WWII Great Britain can be uncovered. The brief 
scholarship on CORB and the private evacuation operations seems to indicate that 
“Seaevacuees” were composed of an elite group of British society. Professor Martin Parsons 
refers to the group as comprised of a mostly upper class contingent.
12
 Their elite social status 
caused major problems in re-assimilation into a postwar society that now placed far less stock in 
social ranking. Patricia Y. Lin (P. Y. Lin), on the other hand, argues against the notion of elitism 
in the CORB operation and claims that overseas evacuation enhanced social mobility. However, 
while lower class evacuees may have thrived in Commonwealth countries, their status upon 
return to England remained largely unchanged. Such inconsistencies are underscored by a 
deliberate lack of postwar British government analysis. This deliberate lack of analysis points to 
a British government reluctant to remember this operation and unwilling to reveal it to the public 
for fear of exposing it as a cover operation.  John Parker, a Member of Parliament, sought to 
examine the CORB operation in the aftermath of WWII as a mirror to the Pied Piper Operation, 
but this request was deemed, by the Ministry of Education, as an inquiry that would have 
                                                          
12
 Martin Parsons, I'll Take That One Too ( DSM, 2013). 159. 
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required too much effort. It was determined that as those who were sent abroad had been hand 
selected, any analysis would not yield useful results.
13
  Therefore, the project was abandoned. 
The overseas evacuees were never studied by the government in the same way as those that took 
part in the Pied Piper Operation. While superficially this lack of analysis seems to hinder 
research into the internal politics of overseas evacuations, in actuality it leaves overseas 
evacuations without the tarnish of political spin by allowing historians to complete these 
analyses. 
  Moreover, CORB and private evacuees should be evaluated without the political bias 
present in the Pied Piper findings. These 19,000 evacuees‟ experiences abroad left an indelible 
mark on both their own lives and postwar Britain. An in-depth look at the CORB Operation and 
Seavacuation will provide a way to place these overseas evacuees within the larger framework of 
evacuation and British society. 
   Through analyzing government records held at the British National Archives, records of 
the British Eugenics Society at the Wellcome Library, personal records from the Archives at the 
University of Reading‟s Museum of English Rural Life, as well as personal interviews, this paper 
will attempt to understand the full extent to which the British social class system changed during 
WWII.  Within war and chaos arise both peril and opportunity. Overseas evacuees often 
expressed shock at how much Britain had changed upon their return.  However, had Britain 
really transformed or was it simply a mirage camouflaging an upper class complacent in its 
power?  
 
 
                                                          
13
 CORB: Proposed Investigation of Results of Children‟s Overseas Reception Scheme. The British National 
Archive. Kew. Public Record Office, 1945. DO 131/70/2 
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Chapter 1: Private Evacuation 
 Eleven thousand, three hundred and nine private evacuees were recorded by the British 
Foreign Office as having travelled to the safety of North America during WWII.
14
 These children 
represented a wide array of private ventures. There were those sent to family or family friends 
across the sea. Some travelled with school groups or as siblings of said school group members. 
Still others participated in private programs run by American corporations for their overseas 
employees. While the manner in which these evacuees found themselves in the “New World” 
varied, their backgrounds were generally similar: white, Protestant, and well-off. In other words, 
these families represented traditional upper class society (Traditionalists) in which the members 
staunchly supported the British Empire. These evacuees were generally sent to households of 
similar social standing.  They considered their overall experiences overseas as positive, and upon 
returning to the U.K., used their influence to foster closer ties with the United States or the 
Commonwealth countries. Yet to those not involved in these private evacuation schemes 
(Stalwarts), these actions looked cowardly. Additionally, Britons who did not have the means to 
send their own children abroad resented those who did. This combination of anger and jealousy 
engendered a popular movement aimed at creating a government-operated alternative.  
Since private evacuations produced this type of backlash and its subsequent public 
advocacy, it becomes extremely relevant to examine the various types of private evacuations 
which took place. It is tempting to see these small, private ventures as mere blips in the course of 
British WWII evacuation history, paling in comparison to the larger, and perhaps more 
significant, domestic Pied Piper evacuation operation.
15
 Nevertheless, in concert, the impact of 
                                                          
14
 Statistics of Children Leaving the UK between 1940-1945.The British National Archive. Kew. Public Record 
Office, DO 131/27 
15
 The Pied Piper Operation, begun in September 1939, was a program to relocate children living in high-risk areas 
of the UK to areas less likely to be bombed. 
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these various operations was quite profound, unintentionally engendering a social protest 
movement of its own. In order to do full justice to the broad range of experiences related to 
private evacuations, each type of operation will be examined. These include: the Abinger Hill 
School evacuation to Canada, the Belmont School placement in Nassau, the Oxford-Rhodes 
evacuation to Yale, the Kodak operation to New York, and a private placement in Rhode Island.  
In this manner similarities between the operations can emerge without over-generalizations 
occurring.  
Although these operations cannot be seen as uniform by any stretch of the imagination, 
they do fit into several overarching categories. Abinger Hill and Belmont are both examples of 
private school evacuations, while Oxford-Rhodes and the Kodak Operation were part of larger 
private academic or corporate efforts. These evacuations were all begun at the beginning of the 
war in an atmosphere of panic and, eventually, prompted larger seavacuation schemes. The 
portion of the upper class that sent their children on such ventures was concerned about a Nazi 
invasion.  In general, people involved in private evacuations wanted to preserve the “Britishness” 
of their children.
16
 They almost feared the psychological invasion of Nazism more than the 
physical act. These families generally had relatives either in the United States or in the 
                                                          
16
 “Britishness” is an idea that has been defined from many different perspectives.  According to J.B. Priestly‟s 
characterization of the nation following Dunkirk, Britain was made up of those who were unlikely victors. His use 
of populist language suggests that his vision is also more oriented toward the lower echelon of society. George 
Orwell depicted Britain as a land of “stamp-collectors, pigeon-fanciers, amateur carpenters, coupon snippers, darts-
players, crossword-puzzle fans” in his work The Lion and the Unicorn: Socialism and the English Genius (London: 
Secker and Walburg,, 1941). Benedict Anderson‟s work Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and 
Spread of Nationalism, rev.edn. (London: Verso, 1991) aptly defined the idea of Britain on page 7 as “imagined as a 
deep, horizontal comradeship.” Sonya Rose‟s Which People’s War? (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2003) adds 
to this conversation the female perspective; British women were not just mothers, but workers, and even prostitutes 
during WWII. This paper wishes to add the perspective of Empire and class. “Britishness” exuded a certain 
parochialism toward former colonies and Commonwealth countries. It embodied the feeling that the Commonwealth 
should come to the aid of its mother country. While the idea of Empire pervaded all sectors of society, the upper 
class elite, evacuating their children abroad, conceptualized the relationship between England and its colonies as a 
natural bond. Those in the working class who sent their children abroad saw it as a “quid pro quo” situation, 
whereby the Commonwealth countries would help England in return for more acceptance as members of the British 
Empire. 
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Commonwealth countries. The operations were not always exclusively for children between the 
ages of five and sixteen; many times mothers would accompany their children to the host 
countries. Despite similarities between the participants of these private evacuations, the 
operations themselves varied greatly as to inception and procedures.  
 Abinger Hill School, located in the quiet countryside of the North Downs outside of 
Dorking, Surrey, found itself with few options in 1940. The school, commandeered by the 
government for use as the Canadian Forces Headquarters, was offered a place at Ashbury 
College in Ottawa, Canada.  Major Ney, who headed up this government takeover, had a son 
who had formerly attended Abinger Hill.  The Major arranged this particular overseas evacuation 
operation. The results of a parental survey indicated that eighty percent of parents wanted their 
children to remain in Canada throughout the war. Due to this overwhelming backing by the 
Abinger Hill parents, the school allowed 20 sisters and cousins to join the 55 boys headed to 
Canada. The families were given 10 days‟ notice.17 Among the staff that accompanied the 
children were the Headmaster, J. K. H.; the Matron, Miss L.; the Under-Matron, Miss S.; J. F., 
the Butler; the Chef, Mr. P., and all of the domestic and outdoor staff. The school boarded the 
Canadian Pacific Liner, The Duchess of Richmond, and departed from Liverpool.  Although 
Abinger Hill School was distinctly upper class, the accommodations provided were, surprisingly, 
distinctly third class. The group of 7-14 year old boys arrived in Ottawa on July 7, 1940, and the 
girls, traveling on the ship The Monarch of the Bermuda, docked on July 13
th
.  Parents arrived 
about fourteen days later.
18
 A July 8, 1940, newspaper article from The Ottawa Citizen, 
describing the group‟s arrival, stressed that “the presence in Canada of so many children from 
the English better-to-do must not be construed as an indication of any „save the children of the 
                                                          
17
 Jonathan Harrison, Abinger Hill School: A Brief Account of the evacuation to Canada and the Sojourn at Ashbury 
College, Ottawa, Between June 1940 and July 1944 (Unpublished 2001), 5 
18
 Ibid., 6 
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rich first‟ feeling in England.”19 The article‟s attempt to assuage Canadian sentiment that the rich 
were using Canada as a way to save their progeny from war indicates a rather negative public 
feeling within the host country toward these well-off arrivals.  Tensions were further expressed 
by the program‟s difficulty in educating its female sibling contingent.20 The Abinger Hill boys 
were easily absorbed into Ashbury College. However, this all-boy‟s school did not have any 
accommodation for girls.
21
 One of the girls, evacuated with the school commented thusly about 
the process: “in Canada I was sent to a boarding school, well, first of all, to an abandoned hotel 
by the railway track and then at Montebello and then when the Canadian government didn‟t 
think we were being well enough taught there by four of the mothers who had gone over we were 
put in Ottawa Ladies College, a boarding school and I was not happy there.”22 This participant 
referred to a conflict concerning the Montebello location for the girls‟ school.  Private 
accommodations could not be found for these girls and, so, one of the mothers, travelling with 
the evacuation party, found The Hotel des Pins in Montebello and a girls‟ division of The 
Abinger Hill School was established there. The girls were taught by many of the evacuated 
mothers.
23
   Although the lodging was, subsequently, retained as a holiday retreat for the Abinger 
Hill School evacuation participants, the Canadian Education Board deemed the school 
inadequate and, in January, 1941, enrolled the pupils at Ottawa Ladies College.  Clothing was 
provided for the girls, who, at this point, were subsisting off of charity (they were only allowed 
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to bring 10 pounds with them to Canada).
24
  Abinger Hill‟s difficulty in finding a permanent 
home for the girls was illustrative of a larger problem for the school. British bank accounts were 
inaccessible in Canada at this time. Unlike Canada, however, the United States was willing to 
advance against the blocked English accounts.  This made it seem sensible for some operation 
participants to consider moving.  Ashbury College, the site of the Abinger boys‟ contingent, had 
itself seen decreased enrollment numbers from 100 in 1933 to 63 in June 1940 causing the 
Canadian school financial difficulties of its own.
25
 In order to pursue other options, the mother of 
one of the evacuees interviewed  “went down to America to find an American millionaire who 
would have a large house big enough to house the school and there not only accommodation but 
teaching and she thought that it would be healthier if it were by the sea and she found all this 
…but the school had settled in Canada by that time, the boys in Ashbury College”26 While this 
venture to relocate the entire school did not ultimately work out, this participant‟s mother  was 
able to privately arrange for her daughter to spend the rest of the war‟s duration with a family in 
Rhode Island. According to the evacuation participant, “I had a very positive experience with my 
host family. They told me when I first went to them „you not only represent your family, yourself 
and your country but you represent us and so you must be good‟.” 27 While the interviewed 
evacuee ended up separated from the rest of the Abinger Hill party, most of the boys remained at 
Ashbury College, their presence, in a sense, saving the school from its lackluster enrolment.
28
 
Though a few children had begun to return to England as early as 1941, by 1943 a more 
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permanent route was arranged for those who wanted to return home. A route was worked out by 
which the children would travel via Lisbon by boat and then board a plane to England.
29
 In 1944, 
the Royal Navy personally escorted the remaining children home from both Canada and the 
USA.  The Abinger Hill Party left Ashbury College for their homeward journey a few days 
before D-Day.
30
 The informality of the repatriation process produced a definite lack of 
uniformity.  Some families were reunited in the U.K. Some evacuation participants chose to 
remain in North America until as late as 1947.  
Such program informality was also characteristic of the Belmont School evacuation to 
Nassau, The Bahamas. During the summer of 1940, plans were already in motion to send the 
Belmont School overseas. The Belmont School‟s Headmaster, M. B., had forged a connection in 
the 1920‟s which made the program a possibility. While visiting in the United States during that 
period, M. B. made the acquaintance of Sir Harry Oakes, a gold mining millionaire. 
Subsequently, at the beginning of WWII, Oakes offered his Bahamas retreat, the Clerihew 
House, as a refuge for Burr‟s school. This possibility was popular with many of the school‟s 
parents until news began to emerge of ships being sunk by German U Boats. The publicity of 
such incidents could not help but affect the attitude of Belmont parents in terms of sending their 
children abroad.  The reaction to such calamities reduced the number of children sent to The 
Bahamas to thirteen boys and three of their sisters. They sailed from Liverpool on August 12 
1940 on the RMS Orduna, within a convoy of fifty ships. The trip to the Bahamas was 
dangerous and the convoy was torpedoed by German U Boats. Six ships were lost from the 
convoy, but all the children were safe. When the ship reached Nassau on August 24, 1940, the 
children were welcomed by the Duke of Windsor, who had recently been made Governor of the 
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Bahamas.  Once this initial sailing was successful, children from the Belmont School continued 
to risk the voyage to The Bahamas despite the aforementioned sinking of the ship, The City of 
Benares.  By spring 1941, the Belmont School in Nassau had 36 boys and 16 girls. This number 
increased to almost a hundred by the end of 1941 and included students of locally living high-
placed British residents.  For instance, Sir Kenneth Solomon, the Speaker of the Bahamian 
House of Assembly, sent his nephew to the school.  Local British islanders, such as K. B., a radio 
announcer, Father H., a local priest, and the Swedish Baroness T. taught the children. 
Additionally, Mrs. M. G., the mother of two of the evacuees, lent her teaching expertise. The 
students adopted a love of sailing and swimming. Three pupils were chosen to represent the 
school in a swimming tour of Florida. This event was cancelled due to the tragedy at Pearl 
Harbor. The children also participated in a Red Cross first aid course and were given their 
certificates of completion by Mrs. Simpson. The longer the students remained on the island, the 
more they continued to become entrenched in island life. The students were invited to the 
Government House during the Christmas celebration in 1940. The boys in the school choir were 
added to the Nassau Cathedral Choir. Students were semi-adopted by the parents of local pupils 
to make up for holidays spent away from parents in England. Although the students had only 
expected to remain on the island for eighteen months, the war‟s duration extended this period to 
three and half years. Despite the remote location, these students also experienced a major tragedy 
coloring their experiences. On July 7, 1943, Sir Harry Oakes was battered to death in his Nassau 
home. Although Oakes‟ son-in-law was suspected of committing the crime, no culprit was ever 
found. The Belmont School returned to England in the spring of 1944 after a harrowing journey 
comprised of train, ship, and plane. The children went through Miami, New Orleans, New York, 
Lisbon, Foynes (in Ireland) and Northolt. They arrived home in Lichfield on March 2, 1944.
31
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 On the surface, the Belmont School evacuation seems to parallel Abinger Hill as a 
loosely organized venture based on personal connections with only newspaper articles and 
personal accounts to illustrate the nature of the operation. However, the Belmont School group 
left behind an unusual artifact from its sojourn: an amateur 1941 video of the group being visited 
by the Duke of Windsor and Mrs. Simpson. This rare footage provides a unique window into the 
sojourn of the Belmont School evacuation participants and helps examine the group‟s 
“weltanschauung” or worldview. While film analysis is not the primary purpose of this paper, it 
can definitely support textual analysis for historical purposes.  
This film, according to the Imperial War Museum, was taken by an unknown amateur 
film maker. Tom Rice, a lecturer at St. Andrew‟s University, analyzed the film for the Imperial 
War Museum and pointed out that the film has a clear running narrative of a chronological 
variety. The film begins with the children‟s landing in Nassau and ends with the children waving 
goodbye to the Duke and Duchess.
32
 The film contains inter-titles, and the first inter-title states 
that this film was produced to reassure parents in England. The 1941 film produced after 
Christmas and after the sinking of the ship, The City of Benares, would have been a source of 
comfort to parents who had sent their own children on the perilous voyage overseas. This 
particular use of the film is further supported by the many scenes of uniformed children walking 
past the camera. Important figures such as Lady Oakes, wife of Henry Oakes, are introduced to 
the parents. Scenes of children frolicking and having their first drink of coconut milk add to an 
environment of well-cared for, healthy, and happy children. The film strives to show that the 
children are being raised in a strictly British manner. In a school house scene, the camera focuses 
                                                                                                                                                                                           
School 1904-1972 Clayton Wickham, Hassocks, and West Sussex, UK, http://www.belmontschool-
hassocks.org.uk/history-1940-N.html 
32
 Tom Rice, “Analysis,” last modified April, 2008,  Imperial War Museum: Belmont School Goes to Nassau, 
http://www.colonialfilm.org.uk/node/3247 
Schaffman 22 
 
in on the word “British,” written on the chalkboard. This emphasis is perhaps best underscored 
by the prominent inclusion of the Duke and Duchess of Windsor, mentioned twice in the inter-
titles, as if to reassure parents that Nassau was simply an extension of the British Empire.
33
 The 
film gives no overt hint as to the tensions building in The Bahamas, related to the military bases 
being constructed by the Americans and the British. This tension led to rioting in Nassau in June, 
1942 as locals sought to protest the death of the tourist industry and the lack of employment. 
Three people died as a result of the violence.
34
 While this film shows a vision far removed from 
the true island-settler relations, there are hints within the film that such tension might have been 
brewing. Some of the scenes, which include local troops from the Bahamas, seem to be cut short. 
When the camera does focus its gaze on the islanders, the local citizens of Nassau are shown in 
menial jobs, cooking for the children and serving as maids. A local boy scales a tree to retrieve a 
coconut for the recently arrived English children. While the local men and women smile and 
seem aware of the camera much of the time, there are points where the mask drops showing their 
disgruntlement with these wartime intruders. The children show little respect for the culture they 
have been dropped into and play with grotesquely caricatured black masks.
35
  
The Belmont School‟s operation strongly emphasized the concept of a unified British 
Empire. The intrigue and violence that occurred during this operation foreshadows the eventual 
disillusionment of this portion of the upper class, as the Empire deteriorated into a more loosely 
defined Commonwealth. The Bahamas separated from Britain in 1973 and consider the 1942 
riots the spark which ignited their drive for independence. Overseas evacuation set out to 
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strengthen ties with the far reaches of the Empire. The idea that the Commonwealth would care 
for British children was supposed to create an intimate bond between the host and mother 
country. The Bahamas would have been especially sought after as its isolation would be key to 
developing military might away from the reaches of Hitler. The governor of the islands was the 
brother to the King of England. The Bahamas separation would have felt like a betrayal to the 
British upper classes who had entrusted their children to the islands during the war. The situation 
in The Bahamas also suggests that overseas evacuation may have had the opposite of its intended 
effect through its encroachment and disregard for the native population.  Overseas evacuees may 
have still believed in the myth of the Empire and “Britishness”, but by this time, these elements 
were clearly just myths. 
While such school groups relied upon the loyalty of the British Empire, the Oxford-
Rhodes evacuees depended upon a community of scholars. This view marks them as the portion 
of the academic elite who saw more of a common bond between themselves and other scholars, 
than between themselves and their fellow countrymen. This was a particularly British, Anglo-
Saxon academic elite overlapping with the traditional portion of the upper class (Traditionalists) 
who ran the overseas school evacuations. Like the school groups, the Oxford-Rhodes evacuees 
relied on personal connections to smooth the way for their transatlantic undertakings. The 
Oxford-Rhodes evacuees had a special relationship with the British Ambassador to the United 
States, Lord Lothian, who had been Secretary of the Rhodes Trust for twenty years.
36
 On June 
21
st
, six members of the Yale faculty formed the Yale Faculty Committee for Receiving Oxford 
and Cambridge University Children.
37
 The University agreed to host the children participating in 
the Oxford-Rhodes evacuation. The Yale faculty hoped to spare the children of England‟s elite 
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intellectual class from the ravages of war.  The committee sent out a thousand questionnaires to 
surrounding U.S locales, asking whether local families would be willing to take in British 
children. From these questionnaires, 247 beds were secured for British evacuees. Those who 
could not actually take in children pledged monetary support.  A sum of over $10,000 dollars 
was raised for anticipated expenses.  In fact, the Yale Committee raised more than $30,000 in 
total for transportation, compensation for host families, and stipends for mothers accompanying 
children.
38
 The Committee offered 100 invitations to CK Allen, Warden of the Rhodes House in 
Oxford, and to Sir Montagu Butler, Master of Pembroke College in Cambridge. Oxford 
immediately began preparations to begin sending children. However, Cambridge asked for 
additional time in which to consider the offer as many people at Cambridge believed the 
evacuation would cause unnecessary alarm. As a result, most of the 125 children and 25 mothers 
aboard the Antonia were from Oxford. The group traveled under a tourist visa.
39
 They first 
arrived in Canada and spent four days at McGill University before traveling on to New Haven, 
Connecticut on a special three car train (loaned by the New Haven Railroad).  Hundreds of 
people were there to greet the evacuees upon their arrival in New Haven. The children stayed at 
the Yale Divinity School for two weeks until faculty homes could be arranged.
40
 One hundred 
and ten of the children lived with Yale faculty members.
41
 The child placement officers, who 
were social workers, were meticulous in their selection of host families and observed each family 
before placing the children. The evacuees were given psychological tests to better gauge each 
child‟s personality and temperament.42 A. S. S., one of the Oxford evacuees, attributes the 
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program‟s overall success to the care with which families were selected. Her own foster family 
wrote to her parents almost immediately to reassure them that everything was fine. The letter 
started off by saying that “They‟ve been here a week and seem quite at home now. We have 
placed the health of the children in the hands of the best pediatrician in New Haven. I‟m trying to 
think of questions you might ask and questions I‟m trying to answer. We want you to know that 
we consider ourselves trustees of your son and daughter and as we have no children of our own, 
they will be a son and daughter to us until you send for them.”43 This operation was, indeed, 
aimed at the upper echelons of British society. Included in this venture were a future government 
minister, a lord mayor, a judge, a knight, an orchestra conductor, several doctors and assorted 
dons.  
Although A. S. S. wryly described herself as one of Oxford‟s “girl commoners” and 
claimed that her family was not well-off in the 1930s, this particular evacuation operation has 
recently come under fire as adhering to the principles of Eugenics.
44
 Under the pseudonym Sam 
Bourne, author Jonathan Freedland wrote Pantheon, a fictional account of the operation, in 
which he explicitly accuses the operation of eugenic intent. On page 419, he explains that this 
ideology, “held great sway over the elites of pre-war Britain and America. In some, it fed dreams 
of a new breed of supermen, a pantheon of almost godlike people destined to rule over an ever-
stronger human race. In others, it meant dangerous – and lethal – schemes to weed out those 
branded unfit for life.”45 He explains that this view was not held by the radicals in society, but by 
such revered intellectuals as Bertrand Russell and William Beveridge. Unsurprisingly, this view 
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of the Oxford-Rhodes evacuation and its connection with Yale University has drawn 
considerable ire and controversy. In the Oxford Times, A. S. S. told readers that “It was really 
about the comradeship between academics. Even if someone was a member of a eugenics 
society, it does not mean there was this ulterior motive.” 46 In response, Freedland asked both A. 
S. S. and other evacuees to consider the motives of those who created the scheme, rather than 
those of the participants themselves. While calling such private operations the “tools of 
eugenicists” may be extreme, it remains true that many of those who were fortunate enough to 
participate in such evacuations were of a higher social standing than most of the general 
population.  Both school groups and the intellectual community needed substantial financial 
means and personal influence to overcome the bureaucracy and chaos, which existed following 
Britain‟s declaration of war on Germany. While the Rhodes-Oxford program may not have been 
the dark eugenics experiment it is accused of being, there can be no doubt that eugenic ideas 
were rampant within the upper classes in Britain at the time. 
Another group able to navigate the complexities of overseas evacuation was the 
transatlantic corporation.  Some of these institutions were able to provide evacuation and 
resettlement services for their British workers‟ children.47 Unlike the aforementioned operations, 
this program, though organized by the upper class management, served mainly lower middle 
class and lower class workers‟ children. Just as those in the previous operation had done, these 
evacuees tended to stay with their social class equivalents across the Atlantic. Relations based 
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upon class rather than nationality seemed to bind these communities together.  
The Kodak operation exemplifies one such program that bound American and British 
communities together for many postwar decades.  Walter G. Bent, the Managing Director of 
Kodak Ltd in Harrow, London began inquiring into such an operation by cabling Kodak 
headquarters in Rochester, New York to ask if the company would sponsor children of British 
Kodak employees between the ages of five and sixteen. In response, the parent company formed 
the Rochester Committee, which canvassed the office for volunteers to take in children at no 
expense to British parents. More than six hundred New York-based Kodak worker families 
agreed to take in three hundred children. However, only ninety-two families (156 children total) 
ultimately decided to take up the offer as both parents had to give permission as well as accept 
personal liability for any accidents that might occur during time spent in America. 
Simultaneously, the Rochester Kodak contingent prepared for the hordes of children, known as 
Kodakids, to descend upon them. Families were vetted to make sure that they were suitably 
capable to deal with an extra child. Those that passed review were informed of their potential 
responsibilities. As the American Kodak families prepared for the newcomers, the British Kodak 
company strove to find a way around ship transport restrictions.  British Kodak was forced to 
decline an analogous offer of aid from Kodak Australia executive, Mr. Rouse, on the basis of 
scarce ship transportation. In the case of the United States, assistance came from none other than 
Eleanor Roosevelt herself, who negotiated with the British Ambassador, Lord Lothian.  The two 
worked out a compromise whereby the British children would be given the status of temporary 
residents.  The United States considered the Kodak operation to be a non-profit venture, allowing 
for the distribution of visas within forty-eight hours. Within six days, the State Department 
issued 1, 500 visas. After a final evaluation and paperwork check at Grosvenor House, London, 
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the children from Kodak boarded the ship, The Duchess of Athol, arriving in Montreal on August 
24, 1940. The Kodak children were herded to Hillside Home to deal with the initial culture 
shock. They were then allocated to foster families (siblings were supposed to have stayed in the 
same home) for a five year period. The Kodakids seemed to have experienced more friction or 
perhaps reported experiencing more friction with host families than participants of other such 
evacuation programs. Kodak assigned social workers to deal with problems that arose. One boy, 
D. B., changed hosts three times and attended five different schools.
48
 M. B., who was 14 when 
evacuated with her 15 year old brother, attributed her incompatibility with her first host family to 
her “tomboy” behavior. She was moved to a “younger family” who “understood me better and 
were less protective.” 49 There were two curious aspects to M. B.‟s story. Unlike most Kodakids, 
she was put in a separate foster home from her brother and, despite her change in host family, her 
first family continued to remain in touch. Thirty years later, M. B. visited her first host family 
with her husband and daughter.   
While the ultimate resolution of M. B.‟s host family situation was somewhat curious, the 
transiency of host families was not. As the original six month time period for the evacuation 
program was extended, host families began dropping out and replacements were needed. The 
Kodak Company paid for evacuees‟ health, dental care, and all general medical expenses.50 This 
was vital as Britain had forbidden its citizens to send any money out of the country. In 1943, the 
children were visited by Lord Halifax, Lord Lothian‟s successor. Lord Halifax told the evacuees, 
“You are all British ambassadors. Your good friends here have been judging England by your 
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good conduct; therefore you are very important people. After this war you will be part of a 
generation working for a better world, a world in which there must be no more war. When you 
go back home you will tell your parents what nice people the Americans are… and perhaps you 
will teach mother and father the American customs and expressions you have learned.”51 Despite 
Lord Halifax‟ known fondness for his time spent in the United States, this seems an odd 
statement for him to have made. Long considered haughty and aristocratic by the American 
press, Halifax was once maligned for slighting American democracy when he did not finish a hot 
dog at a Chicago White Sox baseball game.
52
 Perhaps, the reason for this disparate view of 
Halifax‟s relationship with America may have been the class status of the children on the Kodak 
operation. So called “proper behavior” is generally associated with an upper class ideology. 
Halifax felt that these lower class children needed more behavioral guidance than their upper 
echelon counterparts. This would have been especially important in light of overseas evacuees 
presenting “true Britishness” to the United States and the Commonwealth. Additionally, these 
children could possibly help their generation by extolling American virtues and creating common 
ties with the common man of America. Some evacuees became even more Americanized than 
Lord Halifax had posited in his speech.  They actively contributed to the American war effort by 
collecting scrap metal and raising money for war bonds. Some excelled in their studies. 
However, as early as 1943, some children from the operation returned to England. They travelled 
on the HMS Patroller and Sheffield, Royal Navy ships, which would soon be involved in the 
Normandy invasion. The children that remained in the States finished school, went into military 
service, and, in some cases, even began working for the Kodak Company. Nevertheless almost 
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all returned to England by June 1945. Their homecoming proved difficult and some of the 
children relocated back to the United States.
53
 M. B.‟s brother traveled back to United States, 
married, and died in Arizona.
54
  
Interestingly, the inhabitants of Rochester and Harrow have maintained close ties to the 
present day. Even the website of ALLIANCE for Children & Families‟ Hillside Family of 
Agencies in Rochester New York (a non-profit dedicated to economic equality), prominently 
advertises that “Today‟s Hillside Family of Agencies in Rochester, NY took in hundreds of 
English children to protect them from harm during WWII.” 55 Underneath this statement is a 
short description of the Kodak Operation. This continued fondness may be due in part to the type 
of evacuees that were sent to the town. These children were, in a sense, not strangers. Their 
parents worked for the same company in England and this made all the difference. The children 
were not of significantly higher status, class-wise, than their host families. The local newspaper, 
The Democrat and Chronicle, highlighted one Cockney boy‟s fascination with Americana:  his 
insistence on constantly wearing a cowboy hat.
56
 The Kodak Company provided for both 
evacuees and hosts alike, leaving money a non-issue.  These evacuees were not Europe‟s rich 
and elite able to command refuge in the Commonwealth and the United States through personal 
status and financial means. These were the children of ordinary workers. However, their 
operation was certainly bolstered by the status and wealth of the Kodak Company. This is no less 
elite than operations such as the Oxford-Rhodes evacuation. However, it is elite in a new, 
modern way in which one is defined by the status of one‟s employment or corporation rather 
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than by lineage. Their presence created a feeling of camaraderie within the Rochester community 
that continues to be remembered even today.  
The Kodak Company allowed for lower class children to be evacuated. Unlike previously 
mentioned overseas evacuation operations, these children did not need familial connections or 
wealthy stipends to participate. Although the Hoover Corporation authorized a similar scheme 
for the children of its workers, the movement of children belonging to the lower echelons of 
British society remained a rare occurrence in contrast to the numerous and wide-ranging 
traditional upper class evacuation programs. The prevalence of upper class evacuations caused 
members of the lower class to become increasingly agitated. A secret government report put out 
on July 16, 1940 revealed that the lower classes were afraid that the overseas evacuation of 
“upper-class” children to America would herald their own abandonment by the British 
government.  The lower classes feared that their leaders would desert them, much as the French 
leadership had done by fleeing to England.  As a result, “antagonistic sentiment” rose “against 
rich people in consequence.”57  This was particularly dangerous during total war, where the will 
of the people can dictate the war‟s outcome. The upper class needed a united Britain or risked 
losing the country altogether. 
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Chapter 2: The Children‟s Overseas Reception Board 
The favoring of rich evacuees by Britain was well-known by 1940 and had become a 
great point of contention for politicians who sought to strategically unify the nation. On July 16, 
1940, the House of Commons faced rigorous condemnation related to the flight of rich children 
to the United States, while poor children were forced to remain in Britain. While government 
infighting is usually a domestic affair, this story gained traction in the United States as well. The 
Washington Post published the article “Rich Children Called Favored as Refugees” on July 17th, 
which featured a detailed description of the particular viewpoints of British politicians on this 
matter. According to the article, “the allegations were made by Laborite members of Commons 
when Maj. Clement R. Attlee, Lord Privy Seal, announced that the government‟s plan to 
evacuate 200,000 or more children overseas had been „postponed‟ because of lack of armed 
naval escorts.” Attlee claimed that rich children (Traditionalists) could be sent overseas more 
quickly because the same governmental supervision would not have to be provided.  In the same 
Post article, Geoffrey Shakespeare, Liberal Party Member of Parliament, now the Undersecretary 
of State for the Dominions and future head of the government‟s more egalitarian overseas 
evacuation program, CORB, added that 20,000 lower class children had shown a preference to 
be evacuated to the United States. The United States required financial guarantees for each child, 
slowing down the process. The Post article ends wryly, stating that “Shakespeare ignored a 
Laborite question as to whether he was aware of „great indignation at the number of cabinet 
ministers‟ children who have left the country.‟ Laborite Charles Ammon then alleged that the 
government had tried to „camouflage‟ a system to get the „well-to-do children out of the 
country.‟ He asked whether any children of the government-subsidized school already had 
started for the United States.” Geoffrey Shakespeare replied, “No, because the scheme has not 
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started.”58 This interchange deeply impacted Shakespeare who wrote to his mother on July 24, 
1940, “I mentioned in my last letter that our scheme had been postponed on account of the naval 
situation. This led to intense disappointment here among parents. Unfortunately the news came 
out at the same time that a number of the children of the rich and persons in public life such as 
Duff Cooper, Ronnie Tree, Mountbatten, etc. had been sent overseas. There was a howl in the 
House of Commons in which I had to defend Duff Cooper.”59 Shakespeare seems to have been 
genuinely dismayed by the ferocity of the outcry against the numerous high profile overseas 
evacuees. In a bold political move, he becomes an advocate for lower class overseas evacuation, 
championing the government initiative known as the Children‟s Overseas Reception Board 
(CORB).  
As a politician, Shakespeare, who had been involved in negotiations in Ireland for home 
rule, was pragmatic.  A Traditionalist at heart, he believed that overseas evacuation could 
provide a closer bond between the Dominions and England. However, public opinion tempered 
his view. The most important political goal at this time for politicians was British unity.  By 
placating the lower echelon of society, such unification could be made possible. Shakespeare 
worked tirelessly to set up a government run overseas equivalent of the domestic resettlement 
Pied Piper Operation.  He fought other members of government, most notably Churchill, to do 
so. Despite the program‟s controversial nature within Parliament, the measure was extremely 
popular among the lower class. According to secret government reports of public opinion, people 
from Middlesborough sent over 2,000 applications to CORB. Nottingham residents even 
regarded the program as a quid pro quo whereby the Dominions would send soldiers to the war 
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effort in exchange for protecting British children.
60
 
Nevertheless, the perception that only the rich were allowed to flee to the United States 
and the Dominions persisted even after CORB began its own operations. Geoffrey Shakespeare 
commented that a woman, watching a group of CORB evacuees board a ship to North America 
commented “There go the children of the rich.”61 Shakespeare quotes this woman as if to imply 
the ridiculousness of someone believing that CORB participants were as well off as the usual 
seavacuees. CORB children were certainly not among the wealthiest or most prestigious of those 
who evacuated overseas.  Neither were they necessarily the most indigent within British society, 
either.  
The traditional elite (Traditionalists) may have thought of overseas evacuation as a more 
dangerous and complex alternative to sending children to the safety of the British countryside, 
but their plans sparked a chain reaction, which was to ripple throughout British society. 
Indignation at the inequity of the evacuation movement inspired strong and outspoken lower 
class protest and retaliation. The traditional upper class, as well as other factions of Britain‟s 
wealthy, was left scrambling to retain its former societal control.  Politicians found themselves in 
a quandary, trying to broker power between the two groups while maintaining their own status. 
The political decisions made altered Britain‟s status quo and led to its positioning in a postwar 
world. 
Although the Children‟s Overseas Reception Board (CORB) began as a direct response to 
agitation by the lower classes, CORB provided services for only a portion of the lower class. Its 
primary purpose seemed to be as a cover operation for the continuation of Britain‟s private 
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evacuation schemes.  CORB‟s dealings with the United States, its general selection policy, its 
monitoring of conditions in the host country and of participants upon return to England all 
reflected this purpose.  While CORB portrayed itself in purely altruistic terms, documentation 
and personal accounts increasingly support a more nuanced version of events. 
 CORB began with a series of offers from the Dominion countries in 1939. Southern 
Rhodesia, Canada, and Australia all made overtures to host the youngest, most vulnerable British 
citizens. However, these offers were rejected.
62
 Overseas evacuation was equated with 
capitulation in the eyes of many British government officials. Winston Churchill, in particular, 
fought virulently against sending children away from the British Isles. His speech, given during a 
June 21, 1940 Parliament meeting, concerning the establishment of such an operation, declared 
that “a large movement of this kind encourages a defeatist spirit, which is entirely contrary to the 
true facts of the position and should be sternly discouraged.”63 Churchill‟s view staunchly 
supported that of a certain section of the upper class (Stalwarts), which heartily disliked overseas 
evacuation. They believed that overseas evacuation connoted a sense of capitulation. They saw 
the protection of mainland England as being crucial to winning the war effort. Churchill was 
certainly not the only public figure to publicly decry overseas evacuation. World renowned 
Cambridge historian, A J P Taylor, once said that such measures were “an unseemly 
scramble.”64The view that overseas evacuation would create a sense of unnecessary panic and 
show weakness to the enemy was certainly a valid concern in early 1940s Britain. 
 Despite such opposition from the Prime Minister, CORB finally came into being when a 
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message that France had surrendered to the Nazis distracted Churchill from a resolution being 
put forth to create a government sponsored seavacuation.
65
 Three weeks earlier an inter-
departmental committee on overseas evacuation, appointed by Parliament, began “to consider 
offers from overseas to house and care for children.”66 The committee expanded to include 
government departments such as the Board of Education and the Local Education Authorities. 
These departments were included because of their prior connection to The Pied Piper operation; 
the internal evacuation of children from highly dangerous cities to the safety of the British 
countryside. Geoffrey Shakespeare was another holdover from government oversight of internal 
evacuation. He reviewed problems in reception areas and visited a total of 17 counties across 
Britain as part of his work.
67
Other government departments consulted were the Ministry of Labor 
and National Service, which dealt with the selection of evacuees and escorts. The Home Office 
provided security and safety briefings, the Ministry of Pensions readied itself for an influx of war 
orphans, and the Treasury advised about finances. The Foreign Office was consulted when the 
United States offered its services as a refuge for the evacuees.
68
 After it was determined that 
Scottish and Welsh children could take part in the scheme, the Scottish Office also became 
involved. However, all of these government branches were ancillary to the Dominion Office, 
which headed the operation.
69
  The Dominion Office‟s control of the operation most likely is 
related to Geoffrey Shakespeare‟s position as Undersecretary for the Dominions. However, it is 
worth noting that CORB‟s goal to bind England with her Commonwealth nations during wartime 
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may have also played a role in the Department‟s responsibility. 
 In addition to Geoffrey Shakespeare, the major coordinators involved with the organizing 
of CORB were Marjorie Maxse, Lord Snell, George Gibson, and. Emrys Evans.  Marjorie Maxse 
began her association with CORB in 1940 as the Director of the CORB Welfare Office. She 
eventually rose to become the head of CORB. In 1944, she retired officially from CORB, but 
stayed on in an honorary advisory capacity. Lord Snell also became involved in CORB from its 
inception.  He was appointed Chairman of the Advisory Council. Lord Snell attended every 
meeting about CORB until his death in 1944. George Gibson, General Secretary of the Mental 
Hospital and Institutional Workers‟ Union from 1940-41 as well as Chairman of the Trade Union 
Congress, was a member of the CORB Board. Visible cooperation by a trade union leader sent a 
direct message to the British working class that this operation would strive to accommodate its 
needs. On a more practical level, his membership in the Overseas Settlement Board and his 
connection with hostels at ports greatly aided the CORB evacuation scheme.
70
  
Despite the backing of these powerful individuals, transportation proved to be a major 
concern and setback for the CORB operation. The British knew that they would need numerous 
ships if they were to evacuate the thousands of children interested in the overseas scheme. The 
United States could not transport the children due to its neutrality status. The British destroyed 
most of the French fleet in a surprise attack in order to prevent French defection after Hitler‟s 
takeover of France. This left only British ships to both provide humanitarian mission and 
perform war-related missions. The lack of division between civilian and war missions made such 
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trips inherently dangerous. The Volendam, which carried 320 CORB children, was torpedoed. 
Although there was no loss of life with that ship, CORB‟s luck ran out when The City of Benares 
was sunk on September 17
th
 1940 causing the death of 73 children and 6 escorts. This tragedy 
caused the operation to be suspended for the winter months of 1940 and the scheme never again 
operated at full capacity. Despite its curtailment, CORB remained marginally intact, though its 
staff was reduced from 620 to 20.  Those who remained served as liaisons and advocates for the 
children already placed overseas.
71
 By this point, 2,662 children had been sent overseas. Canada 
hosted the largest number of British children at 1,532.  Australia provided homes for 577, South 
Africa for 353, and New Zealand for 202. 
72
 However, when the operation first began, there was 
no indication of its fleeting nature. 
 After gaining approval from Parliament in June 1940, the Children‟s Overseas Reception 
Board began immediately to set out guidelines. The Board agreed to send the children to Canada, 
Australia, New Zealand, South Africa, and the United States.
73
 However, negotiations proved 
difficult with the United States leading to the country‟s exclusion from the CORB operation. The 
United States had specifically requested that lower class children be made a priority for 
evacuation to its shores. Due to the difficult negotiations with Britain concerning such 
stipulations, the United States began to doubt whether Britain would send any children at all. A 
New York Times article on August 29, 1940 claimed that “so far as the British are concerned, the 
American Congress is wasting its time in dealing with mercy ships because the entire question of 
evacuation has been shelved up to the attic for duration of the war.”74 The United States had been 
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forced to write a special immigration bill specifically dealing with these evacuees in lieu of the 
measures already in place in such Commonwealth countries as Canada.
75
 Since the passage of 
the bill by the House of Representatives on August 7, 1940 (which amended the Neutrality Act 
to allow for evacuees under age 16), Britain had been slow to send any children.  The United 
States felt slighted by this treatment.
76
 In a September 5, 1940 telegram sent from Lord Lothian, 
British Ambassador to the United States, to the British government, Lothian conveys that the 
United States “Committee says that it is most anxious to continue its work if it can do good, but 
that if His Majesty‟s Government would prefer it to go out of business or cut down its activities 
to a minimum it will gladly accept the Government‟s decision without sore feelings.”77 Such 
tension made the transfer of CORB children to the United States rare and more attributable to the 
United States Committee for Care of European Children than to the British government program. 
This situation seemed to underscore the British government‟s reticence to send children who 
were not felt to be representative British child ambassadors.  With the power of evacuation 
decisions resting with the United States, this geopolitical situation may also have foreshadowed 
America‟s future emergence as a world power. These negotiations with the United States were 
unusual; generally Britain simply acquiesced to the Commonwealth countries‟ (Canada, South 
Africa and Australia) restrictions concerning evacuees. 
 With the four main countries decided upon, the CORB committee began to provide new 
regulations for would-be applicants. The scheme would only include British children between 
the ages of five and sixteen. Any children chosen for the operation would be subjected to 
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medical examination. Parents could make their own private arrangements for their children, but 
would need to have their plans sanctioned by the Board. Parents of children chosen from grant-
aided schools would still be expected to contribute money to host families, but would receive 
free transportation. Parents of those chosen from private schools would be expected to contribute 
both to transportation and the host family.
78
 This cost would be offset by the British government. 
The Board had originally proposed to include Allied refugees from Belgium, Czechoslovakia, 
the Netherlands, France, Norway and Poland in the scheme.
79
 However, these allied refugees 
were ultimately refused admittance to the program. The official record of the operation from the 
British National Archives cites the Dominions‟ reluctance to accept “Allied refugees or coloured 
children” as well as an overwhelming demand for white, British citizens.80 
 Within Great Britain, parents clamored to enroll their children in the operation. A small 
press release put out by The Children‟s Overseas Reception Board describing the scheme 
appeared in the papers that first morning of June 17, 1940 and by 8 AM “a crowd of parents and 
relations who had read the official announcement were gathering…the crowd grew throughout 
the morning, so that the police had to marshall (sic) it in a long queue extending down Berkeley 
Street, and as time passed, it began to grow restive.”81 The office had not even opened for 
submissions yet. All in all, there were 210,000 applications submitted to CORB, out of which 
27,662 were accepted.  
  This small, brief seavacuation operation seems a mere blip in the grand scheme of 
British civilian wartime activity. However, it is important to consider that this scheme was 
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approved by Parliament despite objections from influential voices such as Winston Churchill. 
Unlike the domestic Pied Piper Operation, children were chosen based on personal, medical, and 
economic history rather than simply upon the location of imminent bombing threat. What did the 
government hope to achieve through this particular selection of children to be sent abroad during 
the war? As mentioned above, a major motivation of the government was to appear to close the 
class gap for those being evacuated overseas in order to retain internal unity within Britain. The 
operation‟s selection guidelines were carefully written to include grant-aided schools. However, 
this was only one motivation of this complex operation. According to the Official History of 
CORB created in 1944 by Marjorie Maxse: “The Children‟s Overseas Reception Board was a 
direct result of the fall of Dunkirk and of the growing menace to this country from both invasion 
and mass air attack.”82At the time the scheme was approved, there seemed to be few obstacles 
standing between Hitler and an invasion of England. Parents were terrified that their children 
would grow up under a Nazi regime and philosophy. The Channel Islands had been invaded by 
the Nazis on June 30, 1940. All signs seemed to point to a full scale invasion of Great Britain. 
Additionally, Sir Geoffrey Shakespeare thought that an overseas evacuation could be used as a 
subtle political tool. In a speech from Shakespeare broadcasted in Canada in 1941, he claimed 
that “from this war the Empire will emerge closer knit; its people tempered in the fires of 
sacrifice. In a world where chaos may reign round about, the edifice of Empire will stand 
unassailable, the true Temple of Peace – a real League of Nations, in close co-operation, I hope, 
with the USA. If this proves true, I for one shall claim that in this glorious fulfillment the 
children evacuated overseas, by their conduct and bearing will have played no small part.”83 
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Shakespeare saw CORB as a way to solidify the British Dominions during the war as well as 
after the war. He envisioned that possibly such transplantation of young people might become 
commonplace after the war. Shakespeare believed that children could help involve the 
Commonwealth and even the United States in helping Britain to stem the force of Nazi Germany. 
In a speech made at the Kinsmen Luncheon at Grosvenor House on February 17, 1942, 
Shakespeare remarked that “I have come to the conclusion that nothing tends to cement countries 
closer together than when one country is entrusted with the children of another. Our children are 
the best form of ambassadors.”84 Shakespeare, in a sense, placed a heavy burden on those 
children being sent overseas. They were expected to increase common ties between the 
Dominions, the United States, and Great Britain by exhibiting model British behavior.  By 
charging the children with such a monumental diplomatic task, Shakespeare had inadvertently 
excluded the true lower echelon of society that would have been seen as unfit ambassadors. 
While the operation‟s intent might have been altruistic in nature, its strictures surrounding the 
participants ultimately limited its impact in terms of closing the opportunity gap between rich 
and  poor.    
 In comparison to the Pied Piper Operation, CORB children went through a highly 
rigorous selection process. Within the first few weeks of reviewing applications, the committee 
made several adjustments to the original description of the overseas evacuation program. The 
upward age limit was lowered from sixteen to fifteen and nine months unless the sixteen year 
olds were accompanying younger siblings. This age limit was then further lowered to fifteen for 
girls and fourteen for boys. This change in age eligibility was to maximize the amount of 
sympathy for the evacuees. CORB assumed that the host countries would empathize more with 
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the struggles of young children rather than those almost ready to join the armed services. In 
terms of the United States, this restriction was also important in allaying fears about breaking the 
Neutrality Laws. War orphans were excluded as were war widows with children.
85
 CORB also 
decided to deny places to Allied refugees and children of African descent. Offers from South 
America, India and Southern Rhodesia to accept refugees were turned down in favor of such 
Dominion countries as Canada and Australia. With these stipulations in place, the Selection 
Division reviewed the numerous applications by consulting with an Overseas Liaison Officer 
from each Dominion. 
86
 Internally, the selection committee relied on educational authorities to 
disseminate applications which probed medical history, religious affiliation, and academic 
abilities.
87
 CORB‟s home division also arranged further medical examinations for would-be 
participants.
88
 According to a detailed report of the process of selection housed in the British 
National Archives, the applications were split into three categories: A: children from grant-aided 
schools, B: children from non-grant-aided schools, and C: children whose parents could privately 
evacuate their children. The Board of the CORB operation immediately ruled out children from 
category C.  
While the Board claimed that this decision was made because the organization could not 
take responsibility for private evacuees, it does not seem that the organization strictly adhered to 
this rule. Privileges specifically accorded to CORB were also given to the private evacuees. 
Although the publicized decision of the CORB committee declared that the British government 
would not be responsible for private evacuations overseas, CORB‟s meticulous statistics tracked 
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not only those children under their own auspices traveling overseas, but also those privately 
evacuated.
89
 Private school evacuations were specifically given some of the same privileges as 
the children in CORB. The Abinger Hill children were booked to sail in third class 
accommodation, giving their parents less of a financial burden.
90
 While this does not seem 
particularly unusual, CORB guarded third class accommodation carefully. The Children‟s 
Overseas Reception Board had monopolized all third class accommodation by August 15, 1940. 
This indicates that Abinger Hill must have had an understanding with CORB in order to obtain 
third class ship fares. 
91
Additionally, a Royal Navy escorted the school back to England in 1944, 
defying CORB‟s assertion that private evacuees existed outside of British government 
jurisdiction.
92
 CORB, while seeming to publically spurn private, rich evacuations, was actually 
serving as a cover for the continuation of these very evacuations.
93
 
 The strict selection process and guidelines (particularly the requirement of weekly 
payment by parents) led to a weeding out of the lower class. Only those families that had enough 
money for the weekly stipend of nine pounds per participant could participate (though the 
committee did allow some parents to pay six pounds per week).
94
  By contrast, parents of 
children from privately run schools were supposed to contribute twenty pounds per child, but 
often only paid nine pounds.
95
 The medical exams ruled out children with many of the disease 
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markers belonging to the truly impoverished. For instance, the emphasis on precluding those 
with skin disease and other hygiene deficiencies excluded those who lived in squalid 
circumstances. CORB‟s selection process often split the British class system into those who 
could afford CORB and those who could not. 
 Despite the lack of true egalitarianism present in this government-run evacuation, the 
government strove to portray overseas evacuation in a positive light. An entire file in the British 
National Archives is devoted to press announcements concerning the Children‟s Overseas 
Reception Board. The telegrams within the file mostly center on how to frame the operation to 
make it most attractive to both participants and potential host countries. This includes discussion 
of safe transport, guardianship, and, of course, the popularity of the United States as an 
evacuation destination.
96
 Controlling public opinion about this operation also meant squelching 
negative viewpoints. For instance, when B. F., the headmaster of Carfin Public School, told his 
students that “boats conveying evacuees to Canada would probably be sunk, and that it would 
not be safe for evacuees to go outside the United Kingdom,” he was formally charged for 
inciting alarm. 
97
 On the other hand, Mrs. Mavis Tate, a Member of Parliament wrote a long, 
detailed article on August 3, 1940 to the Picture Post in which she defended the operation. In 
particular, she sought to remedy the idea that CORB would only provide refuge to the privileged. 
She answers such suspicions with “Do the rich have advantage over the poor? Superficially in 
the initial stages, it may have seemed so; in actual fact, it is not. It is untrue to accuse the 
Ministers and others of sending their children abroad when poor children were unable to go.” 
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She goes on to suggest that parents who are in dire financial circumstances should seek aid from 
“various charitable schemes.” Her strong emphasis on egalitarianism suggests a cover up. The 
government was scrambling to keep the impression that CORB would provide overseas passage 
for the downtrodden. However, her later suggestion that poor people find charities to support 
their children‟s evacuation reveals that the true priority of the operation was not the poor.98 
Parents who participated in CORB expressed the sentiment that the operation was one of good 
will and intent. When word reached H. F. H. of Colchester England that as of January 1, 1942 
the Canadian authorities would remit the six pounds per week contribution to the host family 
looking after his son, he wrote a letter to K. P. (his son‟s host mother in Canada) expressing that 
he had “been paying nine pounds per week and intend to apply for permission to send money 
independently. There was a great deal of misapprehension when the evacuation scheme was 
announced…The new scheme will help repay some of the kindness we have received.”99The 
bond between these two families is quite remarkable and both sets of parents felt at ease 
discussing the war, their children, and the evacuation program with each other. As shown by the 
above statement, this bond was unchanged by the sinking of the vessel, The City of Benares en 
route to Canada.  However, for most parents, this tragedy colored their view of the operation. 
Moods transformed rapidly as word about the sinking of the ship reached England. While the 
traditional upper class paid little heed to the news and continued to privately evacuate their 
children overseas, the CORB lower class patrons‟ desire for evacuation decreased dramatically. 
In a late 1940s article following the survivors of the torpedoed ship one of the mothers declared 
that although her son “was so keen to go to Canada that he had gone to get the application forms 
himself. „We shall not let him go again unless there is some guarantee of his safety such as the 
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sending of an American ship.‟”100  By this point in the war, the threat of a German invasion had 
grown stale. The imminent danger had subsided and lower class parents felt more reassured that 
the upper class movement to the Commonwealth would not herald their own abandonment by the 
British government. 
 While CORB officially called off any activity for the winter months of 1940, 
foreshadowing an informal disbandment of the operation, children who had already been 
evacuated through these means remained overseas for the duration of the war. Experiences of the 
participants, as with all evacuation operations, varied. This can be clearly examined in the 
accounts of evacuees who traveled to the same destination on the same ship. J. S. sailed to 
Canada on the Oronsay in August 1940. She had a relatively positive experience. She lived with 
a loving host family, adjusted quickly to life in Canada and received regular letters and packages 
from her parents. She describes her evacuation experience as “one I am very glad I had. I have 
lots of wonderful memories, which I have shared with my family and grandchildren over the 
years.”101  By contrast, Winifred Crocker, who also traveled to Canada on the Oronsay, 
responded less enthusiastically.  Her year and a half stay with her first host family “was very 
negative.” She is reluctant to speak of her time with her first host family. Fortunately, she had a 
“very positive” experience with her second host family.  She appreciated CORB‟s monthly visits 
as she “knew they were looking out for me.”102 In an unusual circumstance for CORB evacuees, 
Winifred Crocker remained in Canada after the war due to her parents‟ divorce.103 These 
accounts indicate that although there was oversight, the selection process for host families was 
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rather haphazard for the CORB operation. The CORB selection process for host families was 
decentralized and particular to each individual country. Mostly, CORB evacuees were put up in 
hostels and universities upon arrival at their destination and then host families could come and 
choose whom to take home.
104
 Winifred Crocker was placed at Mount Allison University until 
chosen for a host family. CORB seems to have tried to compensate for a general lack of 
oversight by providing the frequent home visit observations that Winifred Crocker remembers.  
 CORB children were often observed every 3-6 months in New Zealand, South Africa and 
Australia (in Canada child observation occurred less often) as a way to gauge the child‟s 
welfare.
105
 A report on H. J. J., evacuated to New Zealand, was replete with information on bouts 
with anemia, school scholarships, and even future employment plans.
106
While some reports gave 
highly detailed accounts about the child‟s well-being, others were fairly sparse on particulars. 
One CORB participant, D. J. S., evacuated to South Africa, had his general deportment described 
simply as “everything satisfactory.”107 There were no comments in any other category. This adds 
to the notion that CORB‟s inconsistent attention resulted in uneven care for CORB children. 
CORB reports, in general, bore little resemblance to the personal care taken by the Kodak 
Company evacuation program‟s team of social workers or the highly involved parents of the 
Abinger Hill evacuation. CORB often sought to mask problems rather than address them. This 
may have been the result of the scale of the CORB program in comparison to the Kodak 
Company. CORB had to look after children sent to four countries, which spanned the globe, and 
was forced to rely on bureaucratic support, making specialized care nearly impossible. However, 
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this lack of attention to detail may have also been symptomatic of CORB‟s origins as a goodwill 
project for the lower class. As an organization being used to present an ideology, practical 
matters may have fallen by the wayside. CORB‟s true importance was not in its execution, but in 
its position as a panacea for class strife. 
 Parents of CORB children often did not have much recourse over decisions made by the 
CORB Board. Parents of participants basically gave up guardianship rights for the duration of 
the operation.
108
 This became particularly problematic if the parents wished to have their 
children returned home before the end of the war. In general, children were not allowed to return 
home early. When two Scottish evacuees, D. M. and H. M., came down with virulent 
tuberculosis, their mother insisted that the boys return to Scotland. In response to this request, 
CORB‟s Scottish branch proceeded to slander both her and her children, questioning her “mental 
balance” and branding her as having a “nervous condition.” The organization also betrayed its 
class bias by stating in reports that Mrs. M. was unfit because she lived in a “slum district.” The 
M. case was finally resolved due to Mrs. M.‟s persistence, the war coming to a close, and 
generous funding from the English Speaking Union.
109
 All CORB children were required to 
return to England after the war was over. No matter the experience in the Commonwealth, 
CORB children returning to Britain experienced what can only be described today as “reverse 
culture shock.” According to H. F. H., “it was a full three years after his return, that John [his 
son] felt at home in Britain.”110 One participant in the P.Y. Lin questionnaires who had been 
evacuated to New Zealand wrote that “returning to a war weary „old‟ Britain was traumatic.”111 
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This culture shock was particularly strong for the more lower class CORB participants who were 
often leaving opportunity behind and returning to a restricted class regimented society. 
  P. Y. Lin contends that such psychological aspects are unimportant and that “the 
government overseas evacuation was, on the level of social change, tremendously successful.”112 
Lin continues by stating that within the pool of 127 questionnaires the evacuees were “nearly 
twice as likely to improve their class standing.”113While this may be true within her small 
sample, overarching conclusions about the experiences of the 2,662 CORB participants cannot 
be drawn from 127 questionnaires. Obviously, CORB evacuees who were traumatized by their 
experiences would be unlikely to complete a questionnaire. Furthermore, the P.Y. Lin 
questionnaires do indicate that the children experienced more class and economic freedom in the 
host countries than back in England. One P Y Lin questionnaire participant stated “I felt that 
there were more opportunities in Canada than if I had stayed in England. This definitely was a 
factor in determining after the war to stay here, raise a family here and of course stay with my 
job.” A previously mentioned New Zealand CORB participant praised the fact that “obvious 
class distinctions did not exist in New Zealand” and suspected that he “would have probably had 
a more interesting and fulfilled life had I continued my engineering training and education there 
(in N.Z.).”114 These comments suggest that the British social structure had not really changed 
that much as a result of lower class pressure placed on the government in July 1940. Participants 
in the Children‟s Overseas Reception Board program did not achieve at the same level as their 
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private seavacuee peers did in the postwar era. In general, those who were evacuated as part of 
the traditional section of the upper class retained their high standard of living and social status 
upon return, while lower class evacuees actually had fewer opportunities and a lower social 
standing in postwar years.  
 In the end, the CORB operation did not really benefit the lower classes it was supposed to 
help. Only the more moneyed subgroup of the lower classes was allowed to participate at all. 
Their children faced constant scrutiny in the host Commonwealth countries, were denied early 
return to England, and after the war they experienced the almost non-existent level of social 
mobility as they had prior to evacuation. So, who did CORB really benefit? CORB‟s purpose as 
a cover operation for upper class private evacuations appears to have gained the most. Private 
evacuations continued unhindered bolstered by CORB‟s seemingly egalitarian image.  The 
Ottawa Citizen commented:   “Parliamentarian Geoffrey Shakespeare who has charge of the 
scheme, is extremely anxious that the evacuated children represent a fair cross-section of British 
childhood and is bending his every energy to that end,” 115  The impact of class status between 
the overseas evacuations was felt most keenly when the children returned to England. Upon their 
return, upper class children resumed their lives. J. B., a private evacuee to America, went on to 
become a Baroness, Minister of State at the Foreign and Commonwealth Office. E. H., another 
evacuee to the States, became the General Secretary of the Electricians Union.
116
 These lofty 
careers far eclipse those of CORB participants who generally occupied lower positions such as 
secretaries or career military personnel. 
  Unfortunately an ultimate accounting of the CORB operation was never undertaken by 
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the British government. It was suggested by Member of Parliament John Parker that CORB 
participants be studied for the impact the evacuation had on their education, employment and 
physical well-being.  However, the study was dismissed by the government and various 
education and health branches as an “enquiry” that “would involve a great deal of labour which 
would not be commensurate with the results that would accrue from it.”117  This attitude from the 
British government provides one of the best pieces of evidence for CORB‟s less than altruistic 
motives. Unlike the heavily studied Pied Piper Operation, the British government seems to want 
to keep CORB out of the limelight and let it fade into a forgotten past. The government may 
have feared that an in-depth study of CORB would reveal its true purpose as a purely public 
relations one, thereby allowing wealthy traditional elite to send their children overseas. The 
study might also have revealed CORB‟s stringent selection process, which in a post-Holocaust 
world would have been unpopular at best.  
  Although biased ideas of class and race superiority persisted throughout the war 
years in Britain, Hitler‟s outspoken support of eugenics did spark a shift in British acceptance of 
organizations blatantly touting social Darwinism. This shift can, again, be seen in the intricate 
politics surrounding overseas evacuations. Although CORB did allow for private evacuations 
founded on principles of saving the British race to continue throughout WWII, one operation, 
which British politicians sought not only to obstruct, but completely destroy was the British 
Eugenics‟ Society‟s “Homes in Canada” evacuation operation. The animosity between the 
British government and the British Eugenics Society was truly astounding and demonstrated that 
the British upper classes did cede a little in terms of embracing egalitarianism by war‟s end. 
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Chapter 3: The British Eugenics Society‟s “Homes in Canada” Operation118 
 Although the CORB evacuation program highlighted an upper class deftly deflecting 
criticism of its practices, there was one elitist scheme which even CORB shied away from.  This 
was the “Homes in Canada” Operation, begun by the British Eugenics Society, a joint venture 
with the Canadian Eugenics Society to evacuate racially desirable children to Canada in 1940. 
CORB‟s rejection of the “Homes in Canada” Operation demonstrated a shift in British Society 
from the open elitist nature of the Traditionalist upper class British to a more covert snobbery. 
The British elite could no longer openly support eugenic operations without incurring wide 
societal backlash. The tempering of the traditional upper class‟ ambitions by that portion of the 
lower class who could afford CORB indicated a movement toward the post WWII British 
welfare system. The British government‟s rejection of the eugenics society showed a change in 
politics. The lower class gained recognition as a force to be reckoned with and which required 
placating within society. Instead of out rightly ignoring the lower class, politicians began to 
strike a balance; they gave certain concessions to the lower class, while still ensuring that the 
upper class retained its entrenched sphere of influence.  
 The evacuation program created by the British Eugenics Society was just one of the many 
niche interests represented by private overseas evacuations. The British Eugenics Society hoped 
to preserve and perpetuate the British race in the face of a possible Nazi invasion. This particular 
program did not think that its aims were outside those of mainstream British society. Eugenics 
had a long history of popularity among the upper classes and even appealed to those in the 
middle and lower classes as well.  It attracted such high profile supporters as Winston Churchill. 
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In a December,1910 letter Winston Churchill wrote, “ The unnatural and increasingly rapid  
growth  of the Feeble Minded and Insane classes, coupled as it is with a steady restriction among 
all the thrifty, energetic and superior stocks, constitutes a national and race danger which it is 
impossible to exaggerate.”119 The 1920s and 1930s saw an expansion of support for the eugenics 
ideology; that certain genetic traits (based on the idealized characteristics of a nation) were 
superior to others, enabling nations in their struggle for racial dominance. The versatility of using 
race as a way of legitimizing claims had widespread appeal. Although eugenics supporters were 
mostly upper class, there was a substantial number of professional middle class proponents who 
wanted to use the ideology to elevate themselves into the upper class ranks.  The ruling classes 
used the eugenics theory as a way to staunch questioning of their role within British society.
120
 
Eugenicists believed in Britain‟s capability to spread far beyond its borders as a tiny island 
nation. They envisioned a grand British Empire filled with upper class, white Anglo-Saxons. 
This vision of the Empire continued within the selection processes for their overseas evacuation 
program.  The “Homes in Canada” Operation provided hope for the fulfillment of this vision. 
 The idea for the “Homes in Canada” Operation originated during a British Eugenics 
Society‟s Emergency Committee meeting on June 25th 1940 as a joint operation between the 
Canadian and British eugenics organizations.
121
 An account was set up at Lloyds Bank under the 
name “Homes in Canada Service” and was given a donation of 50 pounds from the British 
Eugenics Society.
122
 The Board worked to set up the infrastructure to support such an 
undertaking. Form letters and applications were sent out. Doctors, including Dr. E., Dr. C. P., Dr. 
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F., and Dr. J., were chosen to examine applicants.
123
 The committee seemed, from the outset, to 
aim for a partnership between itself and the Children‟s Overseas Reception Board. According to 
the minutes of June 27, 1940, “Dr. L. thought the Society‟s scheme might be integrated into the 
Government scheme.”124 This would provide the eugenics operation with the legitimacy and 
public backing that most private overseas evacuations lacked. While some private evacuations 
felt the pressure upon them recede as the lower classes were appeased by the creation of CORB, 
the British Eugenics Society saw CORB as competition for children. Instead of fighting with the 
government-run organization, the British Eugenics Society tried to merge the two evacuation 
programs. Miss P., Propaganda Secretary of the British Eugenics Society‟s “Homes in Canada” 
subcommittee, even added supplementary questions to the “Homes in Canada” application 
requesting that applicants specify if they would be willing to travel to the USA en route to 
Canada, if they would be willing to go under the auspices of CORB, and if they would be willing 
to depart given only twenty-four hours‟ notice. The alacrity with which the “Homes in Canada” 
Board included CORB in their application process indicates that the British Eugenics Society felt 
that there would be no resistance from CORB at the proposal of a merger. 
 By June 28, 1940 the British Eugenics Society tried to book 250 passages for children 
headed to Brantford, Ontario, Canada, and for fifty mothers with children under five.
125
 Despite 
the swift mobilization of the operation, the “Homes in Canada” program was already facing 
difficulties. The operation originally envisioned that the committee would pay the fares of those 
accepted for evacuation. By July 4, 1940, this plan was revised so that wealthier parents would 
pay for those of poorer means. The committee put off dealing with a trust fund for the return of 
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the evacuees stating simply that it would be “settled at a future meeting.”126 On July 10th, it was 
decided that each applicant would pay a non-refundable, one guinea fee, and that parents would 
be responsible for contributions to a trust fund set aside for the return journey.
127
 Even parents 
whose children were asked to withdraw after medical examinations were canvassed for 
contributions towards continuing the program. The justification for this was the trouble the 
committee had incurred arranging for these children‟s exams.128 Despite the initial optimism in 
June, Ottawa had not officially confirmed its approval of the operation as of July 10
th
. This was 
considered so serious that Mr. C., Chair of the British “Homes in Canada” Board, agreed to talk 
directly with Lord H., President of the British Eugenics Society, about this matter.
129
 Despite the 
uncertainty, the committee continued to search for suitable children and contacted the Chief 
Inspector of Secondary Schools, Mr. D., for names of education directors in Birmingham, 
Lancashire, Manchester, Kent, and Cumberland. Additionally, Dr. L., Deputy Chairman of the 
British “Homes in Canada” Board contacted the National Council for Maternal and Child 
Welfare, as well as school boards.
130
  Responses were mostly negative. A July 27, 1940 
communication from A. C. L., Secretary of the Girls‟ Public Day School Trust, a group of 26 
independent schools in England and Wales, stated, “As the trust is not organizing parties of 
pupils from their Schools for overseas evacuation, they did not feel able to avail themselves of 
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the kind proposal put forward by the Eugenics Society of Canada.”131 Another organization, The 
Friends‟ Educational Council, although rejecting the offer, did inquire on behalf of individual 
parents interested in the scheme.
132
 However, securing passage for such applicants would prove 
to be an insurmountable challenge.   The General Passenger Manager of the Canadian Pacific 
Railway Company, in charge of finding shipping passages for the “Homes in Canada” operation 
“could promise nothing.”133 
  Due to these persistent problems, the Committee became increasingly convinced that the 
operation‟s success would rely upon a partnership with the government‟s Children‟s Overseas 
Reception Board (CORB). Meeting minutes from August 16, 1940 reveal a plan to choose 
children from the government program to populate the “Homes in Canada” scheme. The 
committee asked Eugenics Committee Deputy Chairman, Dr. L., to approach CORB‟s Dr. S. 
with this idea. Then, on August 16, 1940, the committee received news that would prove to be 
the beginning of the end for the “Homes in Canada” Operation. Canadian authorities sent a 
telegram denying entrance to mothers with children under five, thereby stymying the British 
Eugenics Society‟s unique approach to overseas evacuation. The committee also listened to Mr. 
C.‟s account of the August 15th meeting with CORB official Lord S. “Mr. Chance reported that 
he had not found Lord S. very helpful; he (Lord S.) had no executive responsibility and his 
argumentative query was a plaintive „why children under the Government scheme should give 
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way to children under the Eugenics Society‟s scheme.‟”134 Similarly Dr. H., of the Canadian 
Eugenics‟ Society, expressed concern that if the “Homes in Canada” Operation were to partner 
with CORB, the very purity and worth of the operation would be in question. Miss P. then 
revealed “that the Government had commandeered all third-class accommodation and most of 
the tourist” making it impossible for the British Eugenics Society to find affordable 
transportation to Canada for its evacuees, thereby, in effect, derailing the program.
135
 
Additionally, Canada‟s government would give a tax rebate only to host families participating in 
CORB, (not “Homes in Canada”), thus placing a higher financial burden on host families 
working with both Eugenics Societies.
136
 The meeting ended with the decision “that all actions 
for the opening up of new sources for obtaining children for evacuation should be suspended, 
and Mr. C. stated that he anticipated great difficulties in the procedure and development of the 
scheme.”137 Despite the suspension of this program, five mothers did receive an invitation to stay 
with Mr. and Mrs. G. of London, Ontario.
138
 The British Eugenics Society “Homes in Canada” 
Committee did send a mother with three children, a mother with 2 children and 3 individual 
children to Canada on August 22, 1940. The Committee vowed that they would honor their 
commitment to the initial passage booking to Brantford.
139
  In the end, 5 mothers and 23 children 
were sent to Canada.
140
 This was certainly in no way ideal. The British Eugenics Society‟s 
“Homes in Canada” had hoped to increase ties with Canada and rejuvenate a shrinking 
membership base. However, they also, pragmatically, wanted to send children away from war 
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torn England. This pragmatism was reflected in less stringent medical policies as compared with 
the original standards instituted by the British Eugenics Society. The Canadian Eugenics Society, 
which favored strict eugenic guidelines for the medical exam, felt that the “Homes in Canada” 
Committee doctors were far too lenient in their selection policies. The Canadian Society even 
went so far as to say that the children should be rechecked for eugenic qualities upon their arrival 
to Canada.  
Despite criticism from their Canadian counterpart, the British Eugenics Society retained 
its more lenient stance. This was a calculated gesture to conform and appeal to CORB‟s mission. 
In a form letter sent to participants on July 18, 1940, the “Homes in Canada” Committee claimed 
that “the children will be selected on the basis of intelligence, good heredity and good health. No 
child will be rejected either on grounds of poverty or social status.”141  While this could have 
represented a good will gesture, it may have merely been a calculated decision to gain support 
from the British government for this venture. The inclusion of poor children would have 
appealed to the Children‟s Overseas Reception Board, which, due to public pressure, felt it vital 
to choose ninety percent of the children from grant-aided schools.
142
 The British Eugenics 
Society, which already felt a kinship with CORB‟s global aims, tried to align itself with this 
government program in order to cultivate a partnership between the two organizations. This 
reasoning is supported by financial documentation revealing that children, while not rejected for 
reasons of class, generally had to come from families of monetary means.                                                        
Despite the declaration that economic class was of no concern, the British Eugenics 
Society made all costs (including medical exams, outfits, travel expenses to Canada, and pocket 
                                                          
141
 Forms, Circular, Form Letter, etc. The British Eugenics Society Archives. The Wellcome Library. London. C. 
1940, SA/EUG/D.96/6 
142
 Grant-Aided schools are supported by the local authorities as per the Circular 1381. Geoffrey 
Walford. Privatization and Privilege in Education. 2 vols. London: Routledge, 1990. 
Schaffman 60 
 
money) the responsibility of the children‟s guardians. This would have been quite an outlay of 
money as even third class ship fares were thirty or thirty-one pounds for children above the age 
of twelve and fifteen pounds for children from ages five to twelve.
143
  Passage became even 
more expensive after the Children‟s Overseas Reception Board government scheme bought up 
all of the third class passages for their own evacuees. As a result, parents of children 
participating in the British Eugenics Society Operation had to pay up to fifty-five pounds for first 
class tickets.
144
 The suggested list of clothing included the following:  cotton frocks and suits, 
cotton socks, light cotton underclothes, spring and autumn coats and hats, heavy woolen coats, 
woolen hats, woolen stockings, woolen underclothes, mittens, scarves, jerseys, school dresses 
and suits, rubber soled shoes, walking shoes, house shoes, and galoshes.
145
  Rationing had made 
such items of clothing difficult to come by. Clothes were assigned rationing points in accordance 
with their prices.
146
 Although children‟s clothing generally cost less than that of adults‟, in 1941 
each British adult was given only sixty-six ration coupons, which soon dropped to forty-eight. A 
typical pair of shoes cost seven coupons.
147
 The children‟s pocket money for Canada was limited 
to ten pounds.
148
  These expenditures reveal that children participating in the “Homes in Canada” 
Operation would, almost exclusively, have come from well-off families.  Although poor children 
could have been chosen by British Eugenic Society doctors, these children would have been 
more likely to drop out of the program. The “Homes in Canada” Operation‟s failure to meet the 
ninety percent lower class standard set by CORB may have further alienated the British Eugenics 
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Society‟s scheme from CORB leadership and, by extension, the British government. 
 Money was not the only obstacle for parents eager to send their children to selected 
homes in Canada. These children had to pass the aforementioned complex medical examination. 
All would-be participants were instructed to arrive at the exam knowing their height and weight, 
and bringing a sample of urine.
149
 Guardians were told to bring a blue identity card provided by 
shipping agents along with two passport photographs to the exam. If the child passed, the blue 
card would be signed by the doctor. Without this signature, the Eugenics Society of Canada 
would refuse the child entry into the host country. In London, medical examinations were held at 
the Medical Department, 2 Cockspur Street, S. W. 1, between 10AM and 3:30 PM every day 
except Saturday. Those who were unable to travel to the London Office were given the name and 
address of an official doctor by their shipping agent and were charged two shillings, six pence 
each for the first two children (any additional offspring were free). Mothers, accompanying 
children under the age of five, paid ten shillings, six pence for their children‟s exam.150 The 
exam form included documentation as to general development; endocrine functions; anomalies 
of the cranium, face, ears, palate, signs of old injuries, pupil size and distance; furrow and 
expression lines.
151
   In addition to these characteristics, the medical doctor examined the 
children for articulation and circumcision, possibly indicating both class and religious bias.
152
 
Another component of the application process was the determination of satisfactory heredity. 
Parents were asked to give their own medical histories and financial means, as well as their 
personal views of their child‟s suitability for such a venture.153 These applications (see 
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Appendices A and B) echoed the eugenics movement‟s reliance on phrenology, physical 
measurements, and genealogy to ascertain these children‟s appropriateness as participants in the 
“Homes in Canada” Operation.  
There is, however, a striking similarity between the evaluation forms of the British 
Eugenics Society and those of the Children‟s Overseas Reception Board making it seem puzzling 
at first glance as to why CORB would create so many impediments for the “Homes in Canada” 
program. According to the Somerset County Council‟s CORB application, (see Appendix C) 
many questions dealt with the underlying issue of socio-economics, class and race. The 
application blatantly asked the religion of the applicant twice. It queried whether the applicant 
was British or not.  Parents were asked their occupation and whether or not the family had a 
history of “insanity, feeble-mindedness or epilepsy.”154 The portion filled out by the medical 
examiner ascertained information about cleanliness, nutrition, and defects. There was even a 
portion asking the applicant‟s headmaster or headmistress to denote ability, conduct, and 
character.
155
 These questions reveal an interest in inherited traits and family background 
reminiscent of eugenic ideology. The Board of the British Eugenics Society‟s “Homes in 
Canada” Program would have seen such measures as complementary to their program. The 
similarity of the application questions would suggest parallel philosophies and organizational 
aims. Yet, CORB not only kept its distance from the “Homes in Canada” scheme, but actively 
sought to eradicate the operation. This leads one to wonder why the “Homes in Canada” 
Operation would have been shunned by CORB when it seemingly shared a similar outlook on 
race in Britain. 
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 While CORB may have advertised the exporting of picture-perfect British ambassadors 
to host countries, thus appealing to the lower classes while remaining distinctly upper class in 
tone, the British Eugenics Society openly hoped that its “Homes in Canada” strategy would 
preserve a worthy segment of British society and, perhaps, increase the favorable gene pool 
within Canada‟s population.  Eugenicists in England were terrified that Hitler would invade and 
“Nazify” the next generation. By sending as many British children out of the country as possible, 
the Society hoped to preserve their own idea about Britain as a nation.  A takeover by Germany 
and indoctrination of British children would have been unthinkable and disastrous from their 
perspective. The British Eugenics Society considered Germany to be engaging in false eugenics 
leading to “an enormous and uninterrupted rise from 1933 to 1938 in the production and 
consumption of beer, whiskey and wines. Accompanying this rise there has appeared a 
significant increase in acute alcoholic poisoning, drunkenness, venereal diseases, sexual offences 
and criminality.”156 This was an interesting claim. Hitler famously abhorred alcohol and thought 
venereal diseases to be the legacy of racially impure people. However, he also sought to rid 
Germany of the many Jewish dermatologists working to combat symptoms of venereal disease in 
the prewar era.
157
 In addition to instilling fear into the hearts of British parents, these statements 
were used to differentiate between the British and German eugenics movements. This tirade, 
written in the July 1940 British Eugenics Review, sought to put distance between the British 
concept of eugenics and the German concept of eugenics, indications that British society, as 
early as 1940, associated the German eugenics movement with German Nazism. In response to 
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this assumption, the British Eugenics Society tried to publicly extricate its hopes and goals from 
Germany‟s Nazism. Although the British Eugenics Society did try to disassociate itself from 
Nazi Germany, it did share a vision of a new world based on eugenic principles. 
 British parent U. G. T. expressed the British Eugenics Society‟s hopes best when she 
wrote, in a reply to Judge H. of the Canadian Eugenics Society: “To those few (very few) who 
resent our children going, I reply that they will return, not only safe and sound, but with their 
minds and hearts immensely widened, and marvelously equipped to build this new world which 
we all hope for, but which it will be their job to make a reality.”158 This new world would be one 
in which the British Dominions‟ populations would bear a distinct similarity to that of their 
mother country. The Eugenics Review, a publication put out by the British Eugenics Society, 
stated in its April 1939 edition that “It was generally agreed that a better distribution of the white 
population of the Empire was urgently desirable, and it seemed that both the home country and 
the Dominions would benefit if migration could be stimulated.”159 This appeared to be a straight-
forward eugenics agenda touting superior white migration to those parts of the British Empire 
which, to the Society, seemed lacking in British culture and genetics. However, the article later 
revealed fissures between the home country and its Dominions. The article strove to address the 
problem of the Dominions having “imposed standards requiring an intellectual and physical 
capacity which is probably above the average.”160 The overzealous nature of the Canadian 
Eugenics Society hindered the British Eugenics Society in its quest for inclusion into mainstream 
British society.  The Canadian Eugenics Society‟s restrictions on applicants brought the 
operation less in line with CORB‟s philosophy and more aligned with traditional eugenics. At 
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this point in the war, British society identified eugenics with Hitler‟s philosophy. Consequently, 
the “Homes in Canada” Operation occupied an unpopular position. CORB found itself painted 
with this broad brush of eugenics as well, but had enough mainstream clout so as to overcome 
this criticism. Many of the racial restrictions placed on the CORB children were external 
conditions imposed by the host countries. For instance, the Dominion governments set a 10% 
quota on Jewish children and a 25% quota on Roman Catholic children.
161
  However, as the main 
overseas evacuation representative of the British government, CORB was able to manage its self-
image to the media. By contrast, the British Eugenics Society suffered from its association with 
the extremist factions of the Canadian Eugenics Society, as well as from its ideological link to 
Nazi Germany. 
 The Canadian Eugenics Society took a more inflexible view of the project‟s guidelines.  
Even during initial communications between the two organizations, Canada‟s Eugenics Society 
requested that certain terminology be used. In particular, the Canadian Eugenics Society opposed 
the use of the term “refugee” in the title of the operation, preferring to entitle the program 
“Homes in Canada Service (Eugenics Society in Co-operation with Eugenics Society of Great 
Britain).” The Canadian Society suggested that Great Britain operate “under a similar 
arrangement.”162 In an ensuing letter to Lord H., Judge H. repeated this suggestion “to make sure 
our attitudes and procedures are clear to you and those working with you.”163 This preoccupation 
with stressing eugenic goals instead of humanitarian objectives demonstrated the Canadian 
Society‟s strict adherence to eugenic principles.  To them, the word “refugee” held   lower-class 
overtones that the Canadian Society was quick to eschew from their public image. The British 
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Eugenics Society, though faithful to eugenic principles, felt that the importance of this operation 
was relocating children out of harm‟s way, while ensuring a safe overseas environment. The 
British Eugenics Society‟s internal guidelines for program doctors stressed that “the examination 
should not be unduly rigid and exclusive.”164 The British Eugenics Society‟s desire to remove 
children from the brutal effects of the war in Europe overrode a rigid interpretation of its eugenic 
guidelines. The British Society also hoped to be accepted by the mainstream government 
evacuation factions, which had been repelled by the increasingly unpopular eugenics ideology. 
By contrast, the Canadian Eugenics Society felt no reason to lower its standards. The relative 
isolation of Canada from the epicenter of Hitler‟s Blitzkrieg resulted in a strange paradox 
whereby the Commonwealth proved to be more obsessed with quintessentially British qualities 
than did the British themselves. For instance, in one of the first telegrams sent to the British 
Eugenics Society, Dr. H. wrote, “Given some time we will provide the cream of Canadian 
Homes for the cream of British children.”165 The concern that the children sent be of proper 
eugenic backgrounds caused the Canadian Eugenics Society to demand, “That it would be well 
that each of those sponsored by you should carry a letter to us setting out essential facts as to the 
family background and history of the mental and physical health of those concerned”166 
Additionally, the Canadian Eugenics Society demanded that all children enrolled in this 
operation be examined by a Canadian doctor in spite of assurances provided by the British 
Society that the children were of good stock.
167
 The Commonwealth countries would have also 
been more racially mixed societies causing the white eugenicists in the Society to feel it 
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necessary to assert their authority. Of the Canadian Eugenics Society‟s fifteen tenets, included in 
a July 31, 1940 letter from Mr. H. of the Canadian Eugenics Society to Mr. C. of the British 
Eugenics Society, nine of these dealt, in some way, with eugenic suitability and goals.
168
 This 
list, sent to the British Eugenics Society, reflected the meticulous nature of the Canadian 
Eugenics Society. The British Eugenics Society, though impressed with the thoroughness of their 
Canadian counterparts, admitted that it was “a little uncertain of your organization.”169 The 
British Eugenics Society was also concerned that their association with the more extreme 
Canadian Eugenics Society would taint them in the eyes of the British government. The 
Canadian Eugenics Society‟s enthusiasm for eugenic principles clashed with their British 
counterpart‟s desire for mainstream societal acceptance and therefore reinforced British 
government reluctance to associate the “Homes in Canada” program with CORB. With these 
organizations at cross purposes, the operation was particularly vulnerable to bureaucratic 
stipulations put forward by the Canadian government which also helped block the project.  
 The Canadian government opposed the British Eugenics Society as well as its own 
branch due to wartime pressures. With Canada opposing Hitler‟s Germany and allying with 
England, Canadian sensibilities began to be formed in opposition to German beliefs. As Hitler‟s 
explicit purpose for war (racial purity and social Darwinism) became more apparent, the 
Canadian government began to look distrustfully at organizations that perpetuated similar 
ideologies. The Canadian government sought to counter the Canadian and British Eugenics 
Societies through legal limitations. Canada‟s government provided strictures, which had to be 
addressed by the British Eugenics Society before the children arrived in Canada.  In fact, the 
Canadian Eugenics Society suggested on July 31, 1940 that the British Eugenics Society partner 
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with the British government program (CORB) as “it would make it easy for us to have the 
Canadian government recognize our children as part of the Canadian government scheme.” This 
would “permit Canadian receivers to claim income tax exemptions for the children they take 
in.”170  Canada‟s government encouraged CORB and discouraged the “Homes in Canada” 
Operation in this manner. During wartime, a tax break for struggling families was vital. Without 
partnership in a government approved program, the Homes in Canada scheme could not attract 
the wide array of homes it had hoped to. The British Eugenics Society had to individually gain 
the approval of each party of children travelling to Canada with the Canadian Children‟s Aid 
Society before gaining approval from the Canadian Eugenics Society.
171
 On August 15, 1940, 
Canada‟s government refused entry to mothers with children under five, ending a portion of the 
“Homes in Canada‟s” objective.172 In spite of this, a few mothers with children, sponsored by a 
Canadian doctor, J. D. G., were able to make the journey. Participants were lured by the promise 
that the homes their children were being sent to would prove a better match than those sponsored 
by the British government program. However, this was not always the case and the overarching 
issue of ensuring safety proved a difficult one for the British-Canadian Eugenics Societies‟ joint-
operation.  
Increasing their difficulties, the two Eugenics Societies faced security ramifications for 
the children who did travel to Canada. J. D. G., a wealthy manager of the Supertest Petroleum 
Corporation, seemed ready to provide the perfect environment for the mothers and their young 
children.
173
  His wife, Mrs. G., even told the society “I want some babies.”174 The family was 
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approved as hosts on September 24, 1940. In their acceptance letter, J. D. G. expressed that they 
would “do our utmost to make them [the mothers and children] comfortable and to feel at 
home.”175 Unfortunately, J. D. G. broke his word to the Canadian Eugenics Society. On January 
6, 1941, a letter that Dr. H. sent to the British Eugenics Society revealed that “Mrs. C. and Mrs. 
M. have not been happy in the home of Mr. J. D. G.” The letter describes Mr. J.D. G. as having 
“an arrogant, domineering sort of personality” After questioning the two women about their 
political views, Mr. J. D. G. “exploded like a high-explosive shell.”176 The two women were 
moved to the house of a relative of Mrs. M., but the incident left an ominous shadow over the 
supposed security of the participants in the “Homes in Canada” Operation. Parents and relatives 
of participants had been assured that by participating in the Eugenics Society plan rather than the 
government CORB operation, participants would be better matched with suitable Canadian host 
families. Although the Eugenics Society condemned Mr. J. D. G.‟s actions, cutting off 
communication and decrying him as a “worm,” the credibility of the Societies‟ careful host-
participant matching process had effectively been shattered.
177
  
 However, Canada and Britain‟s Eugenics Societies found hope that the winter suspension 
of the Children‟s Overseas Reception Board would cause a resurgence of applicants, transport, 
and, perhaps, reduced bureaucratic tensions. After the sinking of the ship, The City of Benares, 
in September, 1940, which was transporting CORB children to Canada, the government‟s 
program was postponed for the winter months. The British and Canadian Eugenics Societies 
believed that “towards the end of October, we shall get more accommodation.”178  The two 
Societies assumed “that the decision of the government to delay the general program for the 
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sending of children…may make somewhat easier the obtaining of transportation for private and 
privately sponsored persons.”179 However, the troubles which plagued the operation were far 
from over. 
 Notwithstanding the optimism which arose from the winter suspension of the government 
overseas evacuation after the sinking of the ship, the City of Benares, the “Homes in Canada” 
operation never regained any traction. In his book, I’ll Take That One Too, Professor Martin 
Parsons refers to two sections of The Eugenics Review (April 1941-January 1942) as possible 
reasons for the operation‟s failure. The journal suggests that the Canadian Eugenics Society 
faced insurmountable restrictions from their own government causing the Society to close. 
Parsons concludes with “there was no further explanation.”180 However, Canada‟s Eugenics 
Society stated in its correspondence with the British Eugenics Society that the increasingly 
Catholic and French-Canadian nature of Ontario (where the society was located) caused a fall in 
membership and acceptance. This reasoning seems to be merely an excuse. As WWII continued 
and eugenics became increasingly associated with Hitler, eugenic ideology lost much of its 
support in the Allied countries. In all likelihood, this accounts more for the fall in subscriptions 
than the religious affiliations of Canadians. Mr. H. wrote, “It became obvious that we could not 
carry on. Practically all of the „Reviews‟, which we received from you, were sent to people who 
paid nothing toward their cost. I am afraid that the „melancholy conclusion‟ is that the Canadian 
Eugenics Society disappears.”181 It would appear that the demise of the Canadian Eugenics 
Society resulted from unpaid dues and financial difficulties. While the Canadian Eugenics 
Society‟s correspondence does reveal deep divisions and obstacles, the internal interactions of 
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the Children‟s Overseas Reception Board showed that pressure on the British Eugenics Society 
by CORB was even more devastating than that of its Canadian counterpart.  
 This can be seen, particularly, through the British Eugenics Society‟s search for passage 
to Canada and its appeal to the CORB operation. After discovering its loss of passages to Canada 
on July 3, 1940, the British Eugenics Society almost immediately tried to make contact with the 
Children‟s Overseas Reception Board on the 5th of July, 1940.182 These attempts, as mentioned 
previously, were rebuffed. Although, the government‟s Children‟s Overseas Reception Board 
had already made clear that the organization would not alter its own selection process for the 
benefit of the Eugenics Society, the Society hoped that they could reach a compromise in which 
the British Eugenics Society could choose certain members among potential CORB evacuees for 
hospitality by host families chosen by the Canadian Eugenics Society.  The British Eugenics 
Society sent an appeal to Geoffrey Shakespeare, Head of CORB, asking the House of Commons 
for shipping access, which was received on August 13, 1940.  The letter stated that “it is felt that 
as the scheme is valuable and carefully prepared and organized, both in Canada and London, 
transport barriers should be removed.”183The British Eugenics Society also met privately with 
members of the Children‟s Overseas Reception Board regarding a possible compromise between 
the two seavacuations. However, on September 3, 1940 the “Homes in Canada” Board received a 
letter from CORB‟s Private Secretary, Mr. L., which read succinctly: 
     “With reference to your letter of the 20th August, and your subsequent call on Miss F.,     
regarding the British Eugenic Society‟s plan that Canadian eugenists might be allowed to 
offer facilities for the placement in Canada of certain approved children sent out under the 
Children‟s Overseas Reception Scheme, I have to inform you that your suggestions have 
been very carefully considered. It is regretted, however, that it is not possible to afford you 
the facilities necessary to give effect to your plan as the Board do not propose to make any 
alteration in their present method of selecting children for evacuation to the Dominions, nor 
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to give preference in such selection whether to individuals or members of any society.”184  
 
By being unable to coerce CORB into even a tentative partnership, the British Eugenics 
Society found itself unable to discharge its original purpose. Troubles with securing 
transportation led to internal debate about charging participants. In a memorandum,  Mr. H. P. 
pointed out four issues that emerged as a result of charging participants: 1) taking money opened 
the operation to criticism that it was trying to make a profit, 2) favoring  the prosperous and 
middle classes while excluding the working classes further added to the charge that eugenics was 
an elitist concept, 3) charging money limited the intake of large families at which this operation 
was aimed, and 4) raising the sixty-six pounds required for the initial outlay of money proved 
difficult for the majority of families whose children had already passed inspection.
185
 Mr. H. P. 
suggested that the Society only charge a five pound registration fee for the first child and two 
shillings, six pence for subsequent children. However, the inability of the Society to gain cheap 
passage to Canada caused prices to rise for participants, limiting availability.  In a draft letter to 
the doctors employed by the operation, the British Eugenics Society placed the blame for the 
reduction of the operation on “the great difficulty in securing any shipping accommodation and 
the increase in the risks… greatly reduced the number of children to be sent.”186 Although the 
operation faced pressure both from within its ranks and from unique Canadian interests, the real 
reason that the scheme failed was that the operation simply could not find acceptance from the 
mainstream of British and Canadian society.  
The British Eugenics Society began its foray into the overseas evacuation of children out 
of desperation and a desire for experimentation. However, the overall impact of the “Homes in 
                                                          
184
 Correspondence re Organization of Scheme in England. The British Eugenics Society Archives. The Wellcome 
Library. London. 1940-1941, SA/EUG/D.90/26 
185
 Ibid., 46-47 
186
 Correspondence re Organization of Scheme in England. The British Eugenics Society Archives. The Wellcome 
Library. London. 1940-1941, SA/EUG/D.90/8 
Schaffman 73 
 
Canada” Operation appears to have been modest and almost mundane. Fear of Nazism barred the 
organization from continuing to influence British society in the way it had during the Edwardian 
period. Additionally, this lack of acceptance led to the Operation‟s rejection by the Children‟s 
Overseas Reception Board. The Canadian government‟s tandem opposition to the scheme further 
destroyed the program‟s viability.  In the short-term, interference from the Children‟s Overseas 
Reception Board in concert with the Canadian government effectively stifled the joint eugenics 
operation. The two governments‟ reluctance to partner with their respective eugenics societies 
indicates the change in attitude towards this ideology. Hitler‟s well-known obsession with racial 
science colored these countries‟ perspectives and discredited at least quasi-popular former 
theories. 
While CORB quietly allowed other operations such as the Oxford-Rhodes and Belmont 
School to evacuate overseas, it actively worked against the British Eugenics Society‟s “Homes in 
Canada” Operation. The British Eugenics Society‟s “Homes in Canada” Board believed that it 
shared a kinship and common purpose with CORB. Eugenics members counted on CORB‟s 
support and were stunned when rebuked by the latter. By drawing attention to their own efforts, 
the British Eugenics Society, inadvertently, caused itself to become the target of CORB, which 
then branded the eugenicists as societal outliers. CORB‟s reaction demonstrates not merely 
jostling for dominance in a bureaucratic hierarchy, but rather a new willingness to listen to 
members of the lower class and incorporate their opinion into a wider policy.  
While British society still catered to the upper classes, the working class was able to 
agitate for a grudging equivalency in overseas evacuation programs.  This agitation caused the 
upper classes to attempt to mollify the lower classes so as to preserve peace during wartime.  The 
perceived extreme views of the British Eugenics Society made an alliance with CORB 
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unthinkable. CORB was trying to preserve its own image as a meritocratic evacuation scheme 
and did not want the political baggage of an association with the British Eugenics Society. 
CORB‟s adversarial relationship to the “Homes in Canada” movement seems irrational at first 
glance. Both carefully chose participants to represent Britain abroad. Both faced obstacles 
regarding racial quotas and medical examinations from Commonwealth countries. However, 
despite efforts by the British Eugenics Society to further align their seemingly mutual goals, 
CORB not only rejected the British Eugenics program, but actively sought to eliminate the 
operation.  
CORB feared that association with a perceived extremist group would tarnish its own 
reputation. With the lower class gaining civil agency from its anger over the evacuation of 
wealthy British children, CORB could not risk garnering an elitist reputation.  Evidence from the 
interactions between the British Eugenics Society and CORB suggests that the lower class 
populations had more agency than previously considered. The lower class exerted pressure upon 
the upper class, thereby, forcing the latter to weed out its most imperious and prejudicial 
members. Examining CORB‟s response to the British Eugenics Society‟s “Homes in Canada” 
Operation reveals a new picture of emerging lower class political advocacy. 
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Conclusion 
At the start of WWII, Britain found itself at a political, cultural, and economic crossroads. 
With the prospect of war looming, a portion of the upper class, still dedicated to the idea of 
Empire, evacuated their children abroad. This engendered angry responses both from those 
members of the upper class who saw evacuation as cowardice, as well as from the lower class, 
who felt abandoned by the government and was envious of the private overseas evacuation 
schemes. Politicians sought to bridge this class divide by creating the Children‟s Overseas 
Reception Board (CORB). 
A measure of this class divide can be seen in the shifting popularity of eugenics and use 
of racial selection in overseas evacuation. Eugenics applies Charles Darwin‟s Natural Laws of 
Selection to human societies and races. Questions asked by CORB and other seavacuations 
regarding parental occupations, possible physical deformities, and religion appear to reflect more 
than just a desire to weed out those unfit for overseas travels. In fact, there was a significant 
influence of eugenic thinking within the mainstream CORB program. James Alan Marten even 
suggests in his work Children and War: A Historical Anthology that “The Eugenics Review 
outlined basic guidelines on how children should be selected for overseas evacuation.”187 Even in 
the more mainstream evacuation efforts, this statement, though overstated, seems consistent with 
the focus on genealogy and was reflected in the medical examinations used both by CORB and 
the Eugenics Society (see Appendices A, B, and C.)  Historically, the Eugenics Society of Great 
Britain, founded in 1907 as the Eugenics Education Society, focused more on class than on racial 
distinctions (though these are often conflated), believing that curbing lower class population 
growth would create a healthier British society. Although the Eugenics Society had, by this 
point, adopted a more ethnically-defined view of eugenics, it still emphasized poverty as a 
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condition which, without intervention, could cause inferior traits within the British population. It 
was in this climate that the Eugenics Society began to cast its eye on children whom they 
believed to be racially superior, but who lived in downtrodden circumstances. The Eugenics 
Society thought that by sending these children overseas, they could change the genetic makeup 
of the British Empire while saving eugenically valuable children.
188
    
 The British Eugenics Society‟s overseas evacuation program demonstrates one facet of 
class conflict that was reinterpreted in mid-20
th
 century Britain. An examination of the general 
internal political trends of the evacuation groups and the British government reveals a Britain 
embroiled in a new style of class turmoil; one determined by psychology and subtle behaviors. 
Instead of the stark inequality of Victorian and Edwardian England, opportunity for upward 
mobility did exist to some degree in WWII Britain, but it usually dangled just slightly too high 
for the common man to reach. This mirage of equality helped politicians and the upper class to 
maintain control over the lower echelon of society.  
A shift from entrenched class division to the illusion of equality can be seen in the use of 
CORB to fund, protect, and act as a resource for private overseas evacuations already underway. 
The rejection of the British Eugenics Society‟s “Homes in Canada” overseas evacuation further 
illustrates this subtler form of lower class discrimination. P. Y. Lin‟s assertion that CORB acted 
as the exception to rigid class social norms and elevated the status of those who participated 
simply does not hold up under close scrutiny. Lin‟s conclusion is drawn from a small sample size 
and in no way translates into generalizations about CORB, which was a diverse operation. 
Although CORB participants may have temporarily elevated their social status in their host 
countries, this transformation was not sustained within the British postwar social structure. 
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CORB participants frequently expressed dissatisfaction with their lives upon their post war 
repatriation to Britain and often tried to return to their respective host countries.  
While public opinion‟s influence on politicians indicates a shift in British society, it 
subverts the traditional Hegelian model of history. Hegel‟s theory dictates that history is driven 
by a distinct process. The status quo, or thesis, is challenged by people with differing views, the 
antithesis, resulting in a synthesis of the status quo and the theories of those who oppose it. If 
applied to the class conflict of WWII England, the Hegelian model would view the thesis as the 
wealthy, upper class who wanted to stay in decisive control of society. The antithesis would be 
the lower class population eager for more representation in government and more access to social 
services (i.e. overseas evacuation). A Hegelian synthesis would show a true resolution of these 
two viewpoints. However, as shown by CORB‟s superficial attempt at remedying this social 
class situation, such a synthesis did not present itself as neatly in reality as in theory. The 
interaction between the various overseas evacuation programs reveals the class value shift more 
as a product of psychology than rationality. Rationally, CORB would have followed through on 
its charter to appease critics of private evacuations. However, those in charge could not let go of 
their emotional ties to the upper classes and chose to use CORB as a way to allow private 
evacuations to avail themselves of government resources. Although the upper class and 
politicians were aware that compromises had to be made in order to preserve unity during 
wartime, they were emotionally reluctant to let go of the former status quo. The resultant action 
was a strange pseudo-compromise:  the creation of CORB.  Changes in history are often 
tempered by emotions. The fact that the British ruling class remained unwilling to concede 
power regarding overseas evacuations despite the risk of disunity during wartime was more an 
emotional than a rational decision. 
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Although CORB did not result in a lasting social class transformation, the Kodak 
Company‟s evacuation operation hints at a new type of elite being formed among the lower 
class. This new elite was based on solidarity as defined by corporation. The loyalty to company 
outweighed the binds of class commonality. This type of close identification with occupation or 
even a single corporation is essentially a more modern concept. While recognizing the power of 
class bonds during WWII, it is true that the definition of class did not remain stagnant from 
1939-1945. Out of WWII emerged new groups within the classes. The Kodak Operation 
illustrates new formations of social class beyond the old societal structure.  
This could have broader implications in terms of how historians come to analyze this 
particular time period, which has developed a definite mythology. Perceptions of glorified 
historical periods such as WWII Britain are colored by time. This is aided by veterans‟ 
organizations and the reunions of internal evacuees. Popular culture sees this era as superior by 
comparison to today‟s perceived superficiality. Yet there is one segment of WWII British society 
for whom such nostalgia is rare. Overseas evacuees‟ experience of wartime Britain was unlike 
that of their fellow countrymen. Inter-organizational strife impacted quality of life for 
seavacuees. Well-funded, well connected private evacuees had the best of both worlds, gaining 
both another family and a universal outlook on life. By contrast, CORB evacuees found that life 
with a host family could be a mixed experience and returned to find an England, largely 
unchanged in its class-based societal structure. Families trying to send their children to the safety 
of Canada through the British Eugenics Society found their efforts stunted as England sought to 
eradicate the outward appearance of class-bias. In order to truly gauge the reality of a 
mythologized time period, it is important to evaluate events such as the seavacuations. Numerous 
records and personal accounts from the actual time period, as well as from the years since, paint 
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a different perspective of wartime England. These events were not distorted by a government 
analysis after the war because the government decided not to conduct an examination of these 
operations. Unlike Pied Piper internal evacuees, seeavacuation participants seem to find 
themselves a diverse group, with wildly varying experiences. This does not lend itself to the 
feeling of community present among Pied Piper internal evacuees. There is little in British 
popular culture about these external operations.  Michelle Magorian‟s story of a wild-spirited girl 
who has difficulty returning home to England after her wartime sojourn in the United States 
(Back Home) is a largely negative portrayal of the after-effects of seavacuation. It would be 
interesting to expand the lens on overseas evacuation and explore how these operations impacted 
relationships with the host countries. This would be particularly interesting in reference to the 
United States. Tempestuous telegrams and the imposition of additional evacuee restrictions may 
help further expose the true relationship of the Allied countries and help to understand the nature 
of such bonds in the postwar period. 
Although it might be argued that looking at micro-operations in history cannot give 
historians a proper overview of an entire era, the World War II British overseas evacuation 
operations are different. They involved the highest and lowest sectors of society. The operations 
were emotional, as well as political, and never encountered the governmental white wash of the 
domestic relocation programs such as the Pied Piper movement. The political and emotional 
turmoil of seavacuations played out in newspapers all over the country, in governmental reports, 
and have only retreated into relative obscurity in the decades following WWII. Uncovering gems 
such as these programs and what they represent can further historical accuracy in the face of 
facile wartime legend and mythology.    
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